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      Captain Magda Stoner stood atop the palace wall, stared over the city of Port Ruth, and out across the bay. The sun, low on the horizon, bathed the whole city in a red-gold shimmer, but she hardly noticed. Her thoughts remained conflicted and uncertain in this time of grief. It had been five years since her wife had been killed, yet it had taken until now to bring home the remains for the funeral she deserved.

      Three others stood with her for this, the first night of mourning. Lucinda Ravensburgh, the Raven of Raven Tower, and Ascara, the Fire to her Ice. They would always be with her, no matter what. They were as one, and she took strength from their nearness.

      With them stood Prince Mogharan Ruth, ruler of all Rabia, and brother to Olivia. They’d been friends once, but time and events had rendered their friendship moot. She looked at him out of the corner of her eye. Upon his shoulders, grief sat like a heavy cloak. He’d lost his sister in such a terrible way, and even after all these years, he still grieved for his loss. His grief made her uncomfortable. Magda looked away.

      Magda pulled at the collar of her grey dress uniform as though she might blame her discomforts on her clothing. She ground her teeth and tensed her jaws together with such force her whole face ached, but at least she didn’t scowl. Emotion threatened to overflow her control, but she didn’t have time for emotions to cloud her mind or her judgment. Not now she had duties to perform.

      I am like ice, she told herself. Ice. And I feel nothing.

      They had almost died to bring Olivia home. Yet now they were here, she wished she could be someplace else. Any place else. Even back in the tomb of Sh’Na, where she would rather face the wrath of the Queen of the Night herself than this. This grief and this loss.

      At her side, Ascara stood ramrod straight. Her stiffness had little to do with her formal uniform and more to do with the ownership mark upon her collar. A ceremonial sabre rather than her more familiar sword lay across one hip, and a three-barrelled pistol rested on the other.

      Next to her, Lucinda wore a black dress of mourning. The red hair swept back in a tight and severe bun and the gold chain of ownership around her neck were the only signs of colour.

      Neither of them had complained about the marks of ownership they were once more forced to wear. It was not easy for them, but they bore the indignity with grace and poise. Both of them. Magda wished she could remove this indignity, but to do so would have compromised their safety, and she would not—could not—do such a thing.

      She turned her attention to Mogharan. All in black, with gold epaulettes, gold braiding, and rows of medals on his chest, he looked very much the part of the leader of the Rabian High Guard.

      “Face the sun, Mag,” he said. His voice sounded harsh and disapproving. “You know this.”

      Magda nodded. To turn away from the sunset on the first day of mourning would be to turn away from God. And no Rabian would ever do such a thing. On this day, she would be a good Rabian.

      She adjusted her gaze and watched as the sun sank further over the horizon. In the bay, the sea turned from blue to grey and then, as the sun sank out of sight, the sea turned black. As far as she could see, not a single white top marred the stillness of the ocean.

      Darkness spilt like ink across the city and chased away the remaining light. Not a single lamp nor open flame broke the gloom. This ever-active city, which brimmed with life and commotion, had drawn to a complete stop. No one spoke. Still, like death, the thriving city had become little more than an empty and abandoned ruin.

      A city of the dead.

      When the last sliver of light vanished below the horizon, she and Mogharan turned to the temples of the four quarters on the palace grounds. The priest of the third quarter stepped out onto the parapet of his tower. In his hand, he carried a single lit candle, the only light in the city that drew attention to this one man.

      He called out then. “V’arlya,” he called out. “Attend to me,” he said in High Rabian.  His voice, and only his voice, rang out clear and strong as he began the recitation of the prayers of mourning.

      Magda let the words flow through her. The sound of his voice as it echoed across the palace compound resonated within her chest and heart. She did not follow every word, but not even the Rabians understood the formal language of High Rabian. She recognised some of the words but knew the meaning of his words even if she failed to recognise the exact words used.

      Other priests joined in at the start of each part of the prayer, until the priests of all four quarters prayed together as one. Their combined voices rose high and then settled over the city like a shroud.

      As the words died into the night, acolytes strode from the temples. Each one carried two burning brands which they held aloft. At a word from the priests, the acolytes dropped the torches into the heart of huge braziers placed before each temple. With a whoosh as the fire caught, the flames of remembrance grew high. As light erupted from the palace grounds, around the city people joined in and lit their own pyres of remembrance.

      “Look to Holy Mount,” Mogharan said.

      She turned, and there, in the darkness, the three peaks of the mountain erupted in dancing yellow lights. A string of torches circled the mountain like pearls of shining flames.

      “Now the procession will come to us. My sister was much loved, and there are many to show their respect,” Mogharan said.

      “Yes, she was,” Magda agreed.

      “You were there for my parents, weren’t you, Mag? Do you remember what happens next?”

      “I was there, and yes, I remember well.”

      “Good. There are no explanations needed then.” He stopped for a moment, but Magda waited for him to say more. “I should have named myself king right away.”

      “Yes,” Magda agreed. She wasn’t sure where this line of talk would lead. “Then why not be king?”

      “Politics,” he said. “A prince has more freedom than a king. They forgive a prince his indiscretions, and he answers to no one, but a King of all Rabia answers to them all.”

      “I understand,” she said.

      “Maybe I should change my mind. Perhaps now is the time to take control of the whole of my country and my people.” He looked away then, a sure sign that the conversation had ended.

      “Yes, Prince Ruth,” Magda replied.

      It wasn’t until the torchbearers were halfway through the city and close to the palace that Magda heard their approach. She could hear them singing now; hundreds of voices joined together in such a slow and mournful dirge that the hairs on her arms stood on end. They sang in Street Rabian, with a little Gyptan added. And although she could not follow it all, she had more chance of understanding them than the High Rabian of the priests.

      Their song talked of the princess, and they mourned her passing. They sang of the loss to her brother, to Magda, and to the city. Even in the warmth of the early evening air, Magda shivered; she couldn’t stop herself.

      The singers stopped at the palace gates, and over the voices, she heard someone bang the gates.

      Thud. Thud. Thud.

      They were expected, and so the gates opened and mourners filled into the palace grounds like a lamp lighting tide of black robes.

      “Come,” said Prince Mogharan, “we must go to them now.”

      “Of course,” Magda agreed. She took a position beside Mogharan and they walked back through the palace to the main doors and into the grounds. Two guards, also dressed in ceremonial black, opened the doors as the prince approached.

      Outside, a mass of black-robed figures greeted her gaze. In the sputtering torchlight, the faces of these people disappeared into shadows. In the sputtering half-light of the torches, they all looked the same.

      As the singing drew to a close, a single voice rose over the hiss and splutter of the torches. Clear and feminine, she spoke in High Rabian and another, quieter voice translated into Anglish for her. “The princess is dead. Sorrow is all we have, and grief the measure of our loss. The princess is dead.”

      “I hear you,” Prince Mogharan said. “My sister is dead. May she live forever in the arms of Our Father.”

      “Blessed is she, in the arms of Our Father,” the many voices of the mourners intoned. “Blessed are those who loved her.”

      For a moment, no one spoke. “Mag,” the prince prompted her.

      She forgot what she had to say, and in High Rabian, the words stuck in her throat. With great deliberation, she spoke the words that were expected. After all these years, her voice sounded like the voice of a foreigner. She was a foreigner, she admitted. “Blessed are we for she is cherished beyond all others,” she said. “The princess is dead, and I shall mourn her.”

      “Blessed is she for the ones who cherish her,” they said.

      “Blessed is she for the mourning of so many,” Magda replied.

      The throng of people parted and four figures stepped forward. Between them, they carried a large basket. She could see the leaves and spices mixed with pure and uncoloured linens. A gift basket of preparations for the funeral.

      They placed the basket on the steps before the prince and then returned to their place in the crowd. “Blessed are those who prepare her way,” the crowd intoned. “Cleansed and perfect so shall she greet her Maker. Bless her.”

      The crowd sang once more, and their choral lament filled her with the loss. Magda felt her grief anew. She drew her hands into fists to fight her own sadness. At her side, Mogharan stood as still as a statue, his face blank.

      “And now we must prepare her for burial,” Mogharan said.

      Magda watched as the mourners turned away from them and eased out of the palace grounds. She turned to the prince. “Mogharan, as she was my wife, I would ask permission for her cleansing, and the Rite of Ba’Haswaein.”

      He didn’t answer at first; she could see the muscles clench in his jaw. He seemed to twist words around in his mouth. “Did she understand, when you married, that you were not equipped to be a husband?”

      “Yes, she knew I was a woman and she still wanted to marry me.”

      He nodded at that.

      “Not only did she know, but she also made it clear I should court her,” she said. “She did not marry me in the belief I was someone, or something else.”

      “That sounds like my sister; it would be her right to choose her mate. She was wise and you would not fool her as you did me. I am content if she went knowingly to your bed,” Mogharan said.

      “She did.” This was not the kind of conversation she wanted to have. Not at a funeral, and not with the brother of the deceased.

      “Yet you have no family for the Ba’Haswaein.”

      “I have all my family right here.” She turned around to Ascara and Lucinda. “And I would trust no others more than I would trust them.”

      “I would be honoured to be a part of your family,” Ascara said. She bowed.

      “And I will always be by your side,” Lucinda said.

      “Very well, she was your wife, and it is your duty to prepare her. That your family is all women is also acceptable, even if they do not understand our ways.”

      Magda said nothing more. The wishes of the prince trumped all else.

      “The cleansing begins, as it must, at dawn tomorrow,” he said.

      Magda clicked her heels together and saluted.

      Mogharan stepped closer to her and stared into her eyes. “Thank you for bringing her back.”

      Magda met his gaze. “I could do no less.” She fell to one knee and looked to the ground. “Forgive me for not being good enough to protect her, and too slow to bring her home.”

      “Get to your feet, my brother who is not my brother. It is sundown, and the fasting has begun,” he said. “Under other circumstances, we would celebrate her life together.”

      He didn’t need to say more. “I understand,” she said.

      “My thanks for the Tanike Pink tea. It is a rare gift, and I shall think of you when I taste it.” With that, he turned around and walked away.

      Magda stared at his back as he left. She had done all she could.

      “Let’s go inside,” Ascara said.

      She didn’t answer at first, instead she caught sight of Lucinda who looked, for want of a better description, as though she chewed on something unpleasant.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Yes, let’s go,” Lucinda answered.
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      Even though five years had passed since Magda had explored any part of the palace, there were some things which didn’t seem to change. Her rooms had been laid out pretty much as she remembered them. She even found her old bone-handled comb on the dressing table. Along with her old nightshirt and slippers, both of which still fit.

      The Chambers of the Ba’haswa represented another part of the palace which would never change. This room only had one function, to service the needs of the dead. Here, the body would rest and be cleansed through the Rite of Ba’Haswaein, ready for the last journey from physical mortality to spiritual immortality in the arms of God.

      Familiarity gave her some comfort as she strode through empty passageways. Gaslights, set very low, lit the corridors with a dim glow and took away the darkness of the predawn hours. Ascara and Lucinda followed, but she took little comfort in their presence.

      Although she did not relish the task ahead, Magda strode with purpose and determination towards the ba’haswa. Her footsteps echoed with the regularity of a clock or the stride of the doomed. She did not know which.

      The ba’haswa stood on a flat-topped hillock within the grounds of the palace compound. Access to the building lay through the narrowest and least used corridors on the east side of the palace.

      “What is this Rite?” Lucinda asked.

      “The Rite of Ba’Haswaein readies the deceased for the last journey. From physical mortality, they rise to spiritual immortality in the arms of God,” she answered.

      “You said as much last night, but that doesn’t give us much in the way of details,” Ascara added.

      “That’s because I’m not sure of all the details either,” she answered. “It is a ritual; the priests take charge of the whole process.”

      As they approached the ba’haswa, she saw a single guard block the way.

      “Only one guard?” Ascara asked.

      “Few would dare enter this place without right or invitation,” she answered. “To do so would be an affront to God, and the blight on their soul would create a blemish so deep and dark, their soul would likely never recover.”

      “Right, so why a guard at all?” Ascara asked.

      “For respect and thieves. For them, a token of the dead might be more than worth the risk to their soul.”

      Magda checked her timepiece as she drew up before the guard. Magda saluted in Rabian fashion. “Magda Stoner,” she said.

      The guard saluted back. “Captain,” he said. His use of the Anglish word sounded strange and stilted. She wondered if he had memorised any other words.

      “At ease,” Magda replied in equally stilted Street Rabian. “May we enter?”

      The guard stepped to the side and waved them on.

      Beyond the door, a set of shallow steps led down into a wide antechamber. An arched doorway led to the right, where two people wearing the dark robes of the priesthood awaited them.

      Magda noted the robes were trimmed in silver to represent the moon of the female, rather than the golden sun of the male priests. She sank to her knees and bowed her head. “Guardians of the Ba’haswa,” she said in High Rabian.

      When she looked up, the two guardians pulled back their hoods. Their wrinkled faces and dark, serious eyes regarded her with an intensity she found uncomfortable.

      One of them spoke to her in a voice cracked with age. She also spoke High Rabian at such speed, Magda could not follow a single word. The guardian seemed to understand her lack and spoke in halting Street Rabian. “Stand up, Magda Stoner, wife of our princess. I am Velhana, and none shall bend the knee to me.”

      The second one also spoke in High Rabian. She paused then and repeated herself in rough, broken Anglish. “I am Araha. Know you the way of the ba’haswa?”

      Magda nodded. “A little.”

      “No matter, we will guide you,” Araha said. “But first you must be cleansed.”

      The two priestesses ushered Magda, Lucinda, and Ascara into the room. “This is the undressing room,” Araha said. “Beyond is cleansing, and then to the place of the ba’haswa.”

      “Strip,” Velhana ordered in Rabian.

      “Strip?” Magda asked in Anglish. She turned and stared at Ascara. In part, she feared she would be inappropriate. Most of all, it masked her own discomfort. Ascara said nothing, but she started to unfasten her uniform. Lucinda, too, started to undress.

      “Come, Magda Stoner, you must remove all clothing,” Araha prompted. “All clothing is polluted by the world without, and such corruption must stay outside. You must understand this.”

      “I understand,” Magda replied. She didn’t move though.

      “Magda Stoner, this is your family here, and there is no need for unease with your own,” Araha said.

      “It’s all right, Magda. I’ve seen it all before,” Lucinda said.

      “Me too,” Ascara added.

      “That doesn’t help,” Magda grumbled.

      Lucinda stepped before her. “Then let me help you, Magda.”

      “I can manage,” Magda replied.

      Ascara patted her shoulder, her face serious, grim, even. “It’s all right to let us in, Magda. It is right, and it is safe when we are together.”

      Magda nodded. There were time issues to this, and if she couldn’t do it with the two who meant most to her, then she would not do it at all. She would need their help and support for every step of this journey.

      She let Lucinda unfasten the buttons of her jacket as she focused on her belt. “Thank you,” she said.

      “Leave all the clothing here and come through to the bathing area,” Araha said in Anglish. “We have prepared all for you and will assist in this, what we call the Vas Ba’haswa’te. This is the little ba’haswa, if you like, the cleansing of those who cleanse.”

      In the bathing area, a shallow circular bath had been filled with steaming water. Lotus flowers and basil leaves floated on the surface, and the minty aroma of hyssop and other herbs rose up in waves.

      “In,” Araha prompted.

      Magda stepped into the steaming bath and sank to her knees.

      “Now, you get in as well,” urged Araha. “But not you.”

      Magda looked up then, to see the two guardians with their hands on Lucinda’s shoulders. They spoke in Rabian and spoke so fast Magda had no idea what they were talking about. Lucinda looked mortified.

      “What’s the matter?” Magda asked.

      “This,” Araha said. She pointed to the marks of Sh’Na’s corruption that covered Lucinda’s arms. Even in the dimmed light, Magda could see the flush of embarrassment on Lucinda’s face. “Polluted,” Araha said. “This needs a healer.”

      “I am not polluted,” Lucinda said.

      “Lucinda is healing, with many herbs to assist,” Magda said.

      Velhana took a clean cloth from a small basket, rolled it into a ball, and dipped the cloth in oils. She spoke in Rabian and Araha lifted Lucinda’s arm to chest height. “Cleaning,” Araha said. Velhana wiped the cloth along Lucinda’s arm with such force, Lucinda winced.

      “Stop that,” Magda ordered.

      The guardian rubbed harder until Lucinda’s blackened arms looked red and raw.

      Velhana looked at the cloth, and the two guardians spoke in Rabian.

      “It is acceptable,” Araha said. “You will cleanse and immerse your arms fully in blessed waters and oils.”

      “As you wish,” Lucinda said. She rubbed her arm where the guardians had gripped her.

      Magda wrapped her arms around Lucinda’s shoulders, and even though they were naked, pulled her into a hug. “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Yes. Yes. I’m okay,” Lucinda said. She sounded upset.

      “Are you all right with this?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “Yes,” she said.

      Together, the three of them knelt in the hot water, facing towards the centre. Magda noted that both Ascara and Lucinda looked down, as though in respectful supplication. At that moment, pride filled her heart. She too bowed her head and smiled; they would always be there for her.

      “Good,” said Araha in Anglish. “Now we pray for the ba’has’te. We cleanse your soul with prayers, and we cleanse your bodies in water steeped in the holy herbs of purity, basil and hyssop.”

      Prayers followed as the guardians doused the three supplicants in hot, purified water. Over and over, they were washed until the prayers ended.

      “Stand,” said Araha. “Now you are clean and pure.” She handed them each a clean towel, and Velhana stood to the side with three simple white tunics hung over her arm. Araha placed slippers of straw and cotton on the floor before them.

      “All things are blessed and pure. When you are dressed, we have wraps for your hair as well.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said.

      “Should you leave the chamber of the ba’haswa, then you are polluted once more. Your clothing must be discarded and your body cleansed again. Do you understand?” Araha asked.

      “I understand,” Magda replied.

      “What if we need to go to use the water closet?” Lucinda asked.

      Araha nodded. “If you need to fulfil any function of the body, then you must leave the room. You must be purified again when you return. We will be close, ready for such needs.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said.

      Velhana handed them all a pale wooden talisman on a cotton string and inscribed with a spiral design in the centre.

      “Wear this symbol at all times. The wood is blessed by the passing of the sun, and the symbol is the path of the soul from mortal to immortal,” Araha said. Then she steered Magda to the main chamber. She pointed to images and writing on the wall. “A reminder of all necessary things,” Araha said. “Do you read the words of God?”

      “I see the instructions, and I can also read Rabian. I read better than I speak,” Magda said.

      “Good, the process is simple,” Araha answered. Still, she ran through the essential procedures, the sunlight, the cleaning, and what they needed to do.

      “I understand,” Magda said.

      “Good, we go now. Dawn approaches.”

      Magda led the way down the last few steps into the heart of the ba’haswa. The room, almost circular in section, and sunken below the level of the ground, housed a waist-high plinth in the centre upon which lay a covered shroud. She didn’t have to look to know what, or rather who, lay within.

      On the far side of the room, a decorative stone grill marked the location of the window. East facing, the large window opened at ground level to the height of the ceiling. The window, although covered, let in a great deal of fresh air, while the grill helped to maintain privacy. Across the floor, drains covered in decorative ironwork ran the length of the room to allow any water to escape the room. The basket, which almost overflowed with the gifts of purification, sat next to a narrow table well stocked with jars and small baskets.

      Magda read through the illustrated instructions printed on the wall, to see how they compared with the rapid instructions she had been given.

      “What do we do now?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda gestured to the supplies. “We have jars of essential oils and unguents. Some of them are scented, some are not. All of these we use.”

      Lucinda came to her side and lifted lids from several of the pots. “Hmm, angelica, cinnamon, and hyssop,” she said.

      “Yes, you know your herbs,” Magda said.

      “Some,” Lucinda agreed. “And I see a basket full of lavender flowers and lotus.”

      Magda pointed to a pair of golden pot-bellied urns covered in a muslin cloth. They were gold and glowed in the flickering half-light of the lamps. “That is purified water with aloe and hyssop. We’ll use this to wash Olivia.”

      On the table stood two small oil burners, lit, and Magda added two drops of frankincense to both. The aroma of the oil immediately rose into the air. She took a deep breath. “Now we begin,” she said.

      “What do you need?” Ascara asked.

      Magda looked out of the window grills where she could see the sky begin to lighten.

      “The shroud needs to come off so she might welcome the purity of the first rays on her skin.” Magda almost choked on her own words. Images crowded her mind, of Olivia, as she had known her when they were first married. She could almost smile at those memories. Then those memories sank below the images of Olivia as Sh’Na, a dried-out creature, and she lost herself in Olivia the beast and not Olivia her wife.

      “Magda?” someone asked. The voice sounded distant, and she wasn’t listening. Her mind filled with too many images to pay attention to others.

      “Magda?”

      She turned around and took a deep breath. Words failed her. She took another breath. Her chest filled with air and she drew her shoulders back. “I’m all right,” she said.

      “Are you?” Lucinda asked.

      “A part of this whole process is about memory, good and bad.” She held herself still and let her breath out in a long and loud exhalation. “We have to get things done. First then, let us get rid of the shroud and all of the covers.”

      “Is there a place for the old shroud? Something we must do with it?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head. “If we leave it on the floor, the guardians will take it away to be burned.” She turned to the window, as though she would find inspiration there. “She will be exposed to us. Are you all right with that?”

      Ascara patted Magda on the shoulder. “Don’t worry about us.”

      “You have not done this before though,” Magda said.

      “Doesn’t matter. This is important to you, and we will do everything we can to be here, and to help,” Ascara said.

      Magda gripped the ends of the cotton ties and began to loosen the simple bows. Lucinda and Ascara copied her, and with the three working together, they soon had them all undone. As one, they lifted the cotton shroud and let it slide to the floor.

      Magda couldn’t help herself. She stared at the mummified remains and tears streamed down her face. Olivia.

      Lucinda gripped her hand and squeezed. “It’s not her any more, Magda. Olivia is long gone.”

      “I know,” Magda said.

      “Five years, and you have grieved for most of them,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes,” Magda admitted, but she could feel the tears brewing again. She wasn’t supposed to cry at all. Tears were a sign of weakness, and a captain was not supposed to show weakness of any kind. She had to be strong, to say goodbye. Yet no matter how hard she tried to keep her emotions in check, a single tear trickled over her cheek. And then another followed. She sniffed it all back.

      Lucinda found a piece of clean cotton and wiped Magda’s face. “I can’t imagine your pain right now. Remember we are here. We are one.”

      Magda tried to smile, but she couldn’t offer that kind of reassurance. “We are one,” she said.

      “The sun is coming,” Ascara said.

      Magda looked to the window. Sunlight sparkled through the grill, and narrow shafts of weak sunlight lit the dust motes in the air. She choked back her words.

      “Magda, come and help us lift her. She lies on the shroud and we need to take it away,” Lucinda said.

      Lucinda guided her hands to Olivia’s shoulders. “Lift a little, only a bit.”

      Magda nodded. Yet when her hands touched the cool and dry skin, she almost felt herself crumble. “Forgive me,” she whispered. She slid her fingers under the shoulders and the body, so light and without much substance, and lifted with less effort than she expected. Her eyes locked onto Olivia’s face. She no longer looked like the woman she’d known, and Magda wasn’t sure if that made it better or worse.

      “Good, now lay her flat,” Lucinda said.

      Magda stepped away and looked around the room. The shroud lay on the ground to one side.

      “Are you ready?” Lucinda prompted. “The sun is coming.”

      She shook herself and forced her thoughts to quiet. Dawn wouldn’t wait for her to gather herself. “This is the time for the prayers to greet the dawn. They are written on the wall in High Rabian. I could try and translate to Anglish, but it won’t be perfect.”

      “That will be fine, Magda. It’s the meaning that is important, not the language,” Lucinda said.

      Magda nodded her agreement. “This, then, is the Rite of Ba’Haswaein. The journey of the soul,” Magda said.

      Her voice sounded stronger than she expected. For that, she felt grateful. She would be strong, not weak and weepy. She would not let Olivia or Mogharan down, not again. She stared at the grill, and as sunlight speared through the grill and light touched the very tip of Olivia’s toes, she spoke.

      The prayer, in Rabian, sounded stilted at first, but she persisted no matter how awkward she felt. Once she had read it through, she translated the words to Anglish. “Bless the light of a new day,” she said. “Bless this daughter, and cleanse her as she prepares to enter your arms. Bless her, with life eternal in your mercy. Bless her, for she needs to come home, to you. Bless her,” Magda finished.

      She looked to Lucinda and Ascara. “Bless the light of the new day,” she said.

      Lucinda and Ascara repeated her words. “Bless this daughter,” they chanted together, “and cleanse her as she prepares to enter your arms. Bless her, with life eternal in your mercy. Bless her for she needs to come home, to you. Bless her.”

      Sunlight crept through the grill and filled the shadows with light. They repeated the prayer, just once more until Olivia and the plinth lay bathed in weak yellow light, a promise of the heat to come.

      “Good. Now that we have welcomed the light, we must talk to Olivia so that her soul knows where she lies, and her soul may prepare to be taken from this place, so it will pass on to the next.” Magda looked at Olivia’s face and pushed back a stray wisp of hair.

      “Magda,” Lucinda started, “her soul has been—”

      “I know, I know. You’ve taken her soul already,” Magda answered.

      “Yes,” Lucinda said.

      “Nonetheless, this is the way,” Magda said. She stared at the exposed form of Olivia. “As we talk to her, we clean away the corruption of her body using the blessed water provided.” She ladled liquid from one of the urns into a small bowl and dipped a small wad of cotton into the water. “There will be more water purified as we need it in the coming days.”

      “How many days?” Ascara asked. She copied Magda and gathered her own bowl of water.

      “As long as it takes,” Magda answered. She began by washing Olivia’s face with such care and tenderness, it was as though she bathed a sick loved one.

      “Forgive me, I should never have left you,” Magda said. “I should have made you go back to Port Ruth no matter how long it delayed the trip. I should have left my post to make sure you went home, safe and sound. The mission was doomed anyway, I should have seen that, but duty overrode all else. I should have said no to you and no to the Order. Only then would I have been able to save you.”

      “Magda, this is not your fault,” Lucinda said.

      She looked up. “Yes. It is. I should have made sure she was sent home safe.”

      “Magda—” Ascara stared.

      Magda shrugged off any other words. “What is done, is done, and we must live with the results of that.” She resumed washing, and spoke in the Rabian of the street; imperfect though her use of the language was, it seemed appropriate. “My love. Let me cleanse away the dirt of life. We cleanse away the corruption of the mortal realms. Every drop of water is for the purity of body and soul.”

      Then she spoke again, in Anglish. “Repeat after me. We cleanse away the dirt of life. We cleanse away the corruption of the mortal realms. Every drop of water is for the purity of body and soul.”

      Nine times they repeated the words, and then Magda stopped.

      “What’s next?” Lucinda prompted.

      “We centre her here. We tell her story,” Magda said.

      “Then tell us about her, Magda. You should tell us her story,” Lucinda said.

      Magda wasn’t sure about that. After all, Lucinda had already taken her soul. Yet at the same time, Olivia might feel some comfort in the hereafter if they had taken good care of her.

      “I met her not long after my father, the fisherman, brought me to Port Ruth for testing,” she started. She smiled at the memory, and over the passing hours, she shared their story in full.

      

      Magda looked up after several hours of cleansing and talking about Olivia. The daylight through the window had already passed its zenith and they were well through the afternoon.

      “As the sky darkens, we must ready her for the night,” she said.

      Magda made an infusion of oil, aloe, and sweet lotus flowers and poured it into three shallow bowls containing cinnamon sticks. “We rub this into her skin. The sweetness of the flowers will cleanse the skin and draw out the impurities,” Magda said. “We will finish by wrapping her. We use strips of linen, add a layer of holy flowers, and then add more linen strips.”

      Ascara and Lucinda nodded their understanding and then copied everything Magda did. They were most attentive to the details, and for this Magda would never be able to thank them enough.

      Magda took her time with each step. She made sure that it was all done as it should be. The final gesture included the crimson rose of mourning placed in the nine seats of grief: her forehead, both eyes, her mouth, throat, chest, groin, and both ankles. They placed a fresh shroud over the body to finish and Magda bowed her head and whispered a prayer.

      Engrossed in her thoughts and prayers, she almost jumped when the guardians entered the chamber. “And so ends the first day of the rites of the ba’haswa,” said Araha in Anglish.

      “We will guard her now, this coming night,” said Velhana, but in Rabian.

      “Thank you, but I will stay with her,” said Magda.

      Velhana shook her head. “No,” she said in Anglish.

      “Go. You must have your own needs met. For the protection of her soul and yours, you must be rested,” Araha added. “You must be well to complete the rite, now it is begun.”

      Magda bowed. “I submit to your knowledge and wisdom, and do as you wish.”
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      On the third day of the Rite, a little before dawn, Lucinda made her way to the ba’haswa on her own. The guard recognised her as she approached, and let her inside without a word. Velhana and Araha stood in the antechamber, and they too said nothing. No pleasantries or small talk either, and after seeing them the last few mornings, she thought a ‘good morning’ would have been nice.

      Routine followed. The guardians cleansed her, checked her arms for any sign that her arms had worsened. They gave her a fresh robe, new sandals, and although they helped to tidy her wet hair, she had yet another day of dampness to contend with.

      She found Magda and Ascara, robed and already inside the main room. Unlike other days, the room had been cleared of the oils and flowers she had grown to expect. Magda kneeled at the base of the plinth, and Ascara stood on guard.

      “Good day. Have you been here long?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda looked up and nodded.

      Ascara grinned. “Most of the night.”

      Magda frowned. “It wasn’t most of the night. We came about an hour before dawn.”

      Ascara shook her head. “We arrived here a couple of hours before dawn and even the guardians were not prepared,” Ascara corrected.

      “Of course they were prepared,” Magda said.

      “So ready the water had not been heated and felt like ice to me,” Ascara said.

      “Never mind the cold water. Why are you so early?” Lucinda asked.

      “The last vigil,” Ascara answered.

      Magda rose to her feet and pulled herself upright. “I heard from the priests that the remains of Princess Ruth have been cleansed. The Rite of Ba’Haswaein has been satisfied. It is time to say goodbye, for today she will be taken to the Holy Mount.”

      “She will be interred?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head. “The Rabians no longer bury their dead. Not anymore. Olivia will be set upon a pyre in the presence of her ancestors and her family. There, she will be burned. Her ashes will be collected by a priest and spread out over the land and the sea.”

      “Do we take part in that too?” Lucinda asked.

      “No, we will not be there for that. Only God and the priest will see where the last of her mortality will rest,” Magda replied.

      “But the guardians didn’t say anything to me,” Lucinda said.

      “That’s not important. This is the end of the Rite, and I must hold vigil,” Magda said. “Both of you must leave me.”

      Lucinda stared into Magda’s eyes and saw the unshed tears. “If this is what you wish.”

      “No,” Ascara said with much force to her voice. “I will not leave you alone, not for this.”

      “Please, Ascara,” Magda said.

      “Ascara, Magda needs this time alone, to say goodbye.”

      “Thank you,” said Magda. “It is only for few hours. When mid-morning comes, then we all go to the Holy Mount.”

      “That’s fast,” Lucinda said.

      “It must be so,” Magda replied.

      “We’ll be ready,” Ascara said. “If you need anything, just say.”

      “I’ll be fine, Ascara,” Magda answered. “Leave me. Please.”

      

      Lucinda found dark clothing suitable for mourning already laid out for her when she returned to her suite.

      “Thank you, Caro’Nina. You’re as thoughtful as ever.”

      “Yes, ma’am. I do as bid,” she replied.

      Lucinda took one look at the heavy skirt and corset and did not relish the idea of wearing such clothing. That she would have to wear them to Holy Mount for however long it took, appealed even less. She wished she had the clothing of the explorers, or a simple robe instead, but that might be considered quite ill-mannered.

      “Do you miss the proper clothing?” Caro asked.

      Lucinda chuckled. “I think so, but a few more days and I’m sure I’ll be free to wear whatever I like.”

      “Ascara likes that dress you wore for tea with Prince Ruth,” Caro said.

      “I bet she does,” Lucinda muttered. “Nonetheless, you shouldn’t gossip about such things, Caro.”

      “It’s true though, and when it’s true, it isn’t gossip,” she said. Caro smiled then. “I think the captain liked the dress too.”

      “Caro’Nina, behave. I’m quite sure the captain and Ascara are more than capable of passing on a compliment without help.”

      Caro snickered as she busied herself helping Lucinda.

      “Besides, this is inappropriate at this time. This is the funeral for her wife.”

      For a moment, Caro froze. “I’m sorry. Forgive my rudeness.”

      “Nothing to forgive, but it might be wiser to show a little more consideration for people,” Lucinda said.

      “Of course, ma’am. Please forgive me. I will try to do better.”

      “It’s all right, Caro, but be careful in times like this. Emotions can run a little high, and a casual word will soon be misunderstood.”

      “I will bow to the wisdom you have shown,” she said.

      “Excellent. Now, I wouldn’t mind a cup of tea, if you could arrange that for me?”

      Caro grinned. “Of course, ma’am.”

      A little before midmorning, Ascara entered her rooms. She looked very smart in her dress uniform and strode across the room with great confidence.

      “Well, look at you, don’t you look dashing?” Lucinda said.

      Ascara grinned and bowed. “Thank you, ma’am. Are you ready?” she asked.

      “I think so.”

      “You look perfect, Lucinda.” Ascara held out her arm. “Might I escort you downstairs?”

      “I would be honoured,” Lucinda said. “Do you know what is expected for this?”

      “I have no idea, so I think a stiff back and a stern demeanour might just do it,” Ascara replied.

      “I’m sure it will,” Lucinda said. “Still, I don’t like to do things unprepared. I’ve read what I can and asked where I could, but there is so little information available, I feel unready for this.”

      “That is understandable. They take death seriously. The details I think they leave to the priests,” Ascara said. She opened the doors and stepped into the corridor. She looked each way before allowing Lucinda to leave the room.

      “It’s all about the soul, but don’t they know I—”

      “Lucinda,” Ascara interrupted, “not everyone understands these things as you do. These are their beliefs, their rites, and so on. We must respect them all.”

      “I do respect their beliefs and their customs, but it all seems so secretive and clandestine.”

      “Not really. Life is so open and ordinary, but death is about God, and you don’t poke your nose in God’s business. Magda will tell us what is needed. Either her or one of the guardians.”

      “I don’t want to let Magda down.”

      “You won’t let anyone down.”

      “I hope so,” Lucinda said. She gripped Ascara’s arm and leaned against her as they walked along the corridors and upper walkways. The galleries around the long hall seemed to go on forever. “This is a good time for us to have a chat.”

      “Is it?” Ascara asked.

      “Just one moment,” Lucinda said. She came to a standstill and put her hand on the balcony. She closed her eyes and opened her thoughts to the world around her. First, she tuned out the ordinary and mundane, then she looked for what the eyes couldn’t see and the ears couldn’t hear. She couldn’t sense any other souls nearby, so she assumed they were unwatched. “Well now, Ascara, it seems to me that you have avoided being alone with me ever since we left the desert.”

      “Maybe that’s because I know you’ll find me too irresistible and this is for my safety?”

      Lucinda laughed. “That’s not what I want to talk about and you know it.”

      “So, you do find me irresistible then.”

      “Don’t twist my words, Ascara. I’m serious. We need to talk about what happened in the pyramid.”

      “There is nothing to be said. You already see it all,” Ascara said.

      “No, there is more to it. The fire and rage within you is part of your berserker nature.”

      “Yes.”

      “And the wolf? Is that what it means to be Ulfhaed?”

      “It would seem so.”

      “Seem so?”

      “This is new for me, Lucinda, I don’t understand this curse,” Ascara said.

      The taste of something odd filled Lucinda’s mouth. Not the flavour of truth or lie, but something indeterminate. As though the flavour wished to deceive her senses. She had felt something similar when they had stood on the palace walls with Mogharan. What that meant, she did not know. She suspected something though. “Don’t evade,” she said.

      “Evade?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda recognised evasion. Deception had a taste. She would need to pay this more attention. “You are not telling me the whole truth.”

      Ascara looked away. “There might be more to it, but I really don’t I think I can discuss it. At least, not until I have spoken with my Council. I’ve already admitted more than I should.”

      Lucinda could only detect the truth. “Very well, but one day soon you will talk to me and tell me how you can summon your clanmates from afar, and fill them with fire.”

      Ascara didn’t answer, instead, she stared across the balcony over the main hall.

      “Or do you share your beast?” Lucinda asked.

      “I have no idea what to say.”

      Lucinda heard the truth in Ascara words. “Did you try to call them, or was that something that happened?”

      Ascara shrugged. “Lucinda, please, I need to speak to the Council. This is beyond my understanding.”

      Lucinda reached out and turned Ascara to face her. “Talk to me, or talk to Magda.”

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “With my life and my heart. But do you trust me?”

      “I’m scared of this, Lucinda, scared of what I might become. And Magda will like it even less.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      “Magda does not like anyone who cannot control themselves.”

      “True, but this is different, and it is you. She trusts you.”

      Ascara nodded and held her arm out for Lucinda to take. Lucinda linked her arm through Ascara’s and patted her hand. It struck her then, that walking with a serious Ascara felt the same as walking with a serious Magda. “There is something else, Ascara, I saw you in the pyramid. I saw the beast in your soul stretch out and consume you.”

      “I’m aware of that, and yet, didn’t it scare you?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I hadn’t expected the full power of your rage to be so great. It was so much more than I’d thought it would be. But what I noticed most of all was that the beast didn’t rise for me, did it? It rose for Magda.”

      Ascara carried on walking and didn’t answer.

      “Sh’Na was right, wasn’t she?” Lucinda pressed.

      “What do you mean?”

      “There is something between Magda and you.”

      “We are all very close, and I have known Magda for a long while.”

      “But there is more there, more to say. I can hear it in your voice,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara didn’t answer but she led Lucinda onwards.

      “This reminds me of other things that have bothered me,” Lucinda said. “No matter that Magda bought back Olivia, Prince Ruth isn’t sure if he likes us or not. Yet he allows us to roam around the palace unescorted.”

      “Why is that, do you think?” Ascara asked.

      “He neither trusts us nor likes us. Yet he hides it well.” Lucinda examined the thought and once more that peculiar flavour filled her mouth. This, she decided, was the taste of deception, of something hidden. She would think about that more when she could.

      “Maybe he has more important things to worry about,” Ascara said. “Like a funeral.”

      “Yes, that must be it, but I can’t help but worry. I get this feeling that there is more. There’s a storm coming, I can feel it in my heart.”

      “Is this a sense of future seeing?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “No, just a gut feeling is all.”

      “Lucinda, you are a tower witch, there is no such thing as just as feeling with you.”

      “Well, just a feeling is all I have right now.”

      “All right. Then we better be ready for anything,” Ascara said.

      “Always. You are my Fire, and Magda is my Ice. And no matter what happens, we will be enough.”

      “Good. I’m glad you feel so positive,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda sighed. “There is no point in fretting about what might or might not be a problem. The only thing we need to worry about right now is how to get through this funeral without heatstroke.”

      “We’ll manage, we always do,” Ascara said. She pointed. The palace doors were wide open, and even from well within the shadows of the hall, Lucinda could see people amassing outside in the grounds. “There are a lot more people than I expected.”

      “Lots more, but then I have never been to the state funeral of a princess before.”

      “Nor have I,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda took one step outside and a wave of sun-baked heat took her breath away. At her side, Ascara didn’t show the slightest reaction to either sun or heat, but then, she never did. She gripped Ascara’s arm. She could do nothing about the heat, but Lucinda felt better with Ascara there.

      She turned her attention to the people gathered. Hundreds of people had gathered on the grounds. They were all dressed in black djabas or abaiyas, the Rabian long robes for men and women. There were no exceptions. Each one also wore something over their heads, a black headscarf or a black hood, and their legs were clad in black loose trousers, the pa’las or fa’las. Lucinda couldn’t tell them apart; the differences between men and women, when dressed like this, had been minimised.

      Stranger than the uniformity of their dress was the lack of any movement. They stood like statues. Row after row of silent and unmoving stone figures.

      “Look at that,” Lucinda whispered.

      “I see them,” Ascara answered.

      “So still,” said Lucinda.

      Without warning, the people moved and fell back in a silent black wave. Then they were still again. It wasn’t so much a wave, but more as though they were all part of one organism. In spite of the heat, a shiver ran down Lucinda’s spine. “Odd,” she said.

      As she considered this, two figures—one tall and blonde, the other dark—strode from around the corner, and she recognised them straight away. Magda and Prince Ruth. Both in identical ceremonial uniforms.

      “That’s not her usual uniform,” Lucinda whispered.

      “No, that’s a uniform of the Rabian High Guard,” Ascara said, “and it’s not a low-rank uniform either.”

      “And you knew this already? Why didn’t you say?”

      “It never cropped up.”

      “She is full of surprises, isn’t she?” Lucinda said.

      “Every day,” Ascara agreed. “But I think even she was surprised today when the prince promoted her.”

      “Why?”

      “For honour and the funeral,” Ascara answered.

      Behind Magda and Mogharan, twelve white-robed priests carried between them a black wooden litter. Four ornate corner posts supported a curved canopy. Black silky curtains obscured the form inside, and gold leaf decoration showed themes of death, with the gears of exposed clockwork and a motif of nine snakes.

      “This is a Sedyan a’bas, to carry the dead,” Ascara whispered.

      Behind the sedyan followed several more white-robed priests. Some carried incense burners on long poles, and the scent of smoke and frankincense billowed through the air in thick clouds.

      “Do we follow on when they pass?” Lucinda asked.

      “Seems a fair assumption,” Ascara answered.

      Lucinda inclined her head as Magda and Mogharan approached. They didn’t pass by, they stopped.

      “Lady Ravensburgh,” Mogharan said. “The Raven.”

      Magda stared forward, as though incapable of seeing anything else. At least her eyes did not look as red as they’d looked earlier.

      Lucinda curtsied. “Prince Mogharan.”

      “I’m pleased you are with us. Very much so. I would be even happier if you would be so kind as to join us as we climb to my sister’s final resting place.”

      “If this is your wish, then I would be honoured,” she said.

      “Good.” Mogharan made a small gesture with his hand, and a moment later four bearers brought another litter to them. White, rather than black, and designed for sitting rather than the type used to carry Olivia. “This sedyan ha’saq is for you, Gifted One. The heat for someone as fair as you will be a problem, I think. This will help,” Mogharan said.

      “Thank you. You are most thoughtful,” she replied.

      “Yes, this is true. Mag and I will lead the way, you will travel as though a part of my family,” he said. He looked at Ascara. “Your guard may travel with you.”

      Ascara bowed. “As you wish.”

      With that, he and Magda returned to their place at the front, and the procession restarted.

      Ascara helped Lucinda inside the sedyan and closed the door once she had settled. There were open windows forward and to the side, and although covered with a very thin voile for privacy, the heat seemed to increase to unbearable levels.

      “Are you all right?” Ascara said. “You look very flushed.”

      “It’s hot. I’ll be fine. I’m not used to the heat in this formal dress, that’s all. I’d rather rip these damned clothes off.”

      “Under other circumstances, such a comment would bring out my more flirtatious side.”

      “That’s very restrained of you. But now I almost wish we had the land machine.”

      Ascara chuckled. “Things are pretty bad when you want to travel in the machine. You hate travelling.”

      “To be fair to that hulking thing, it is pretty comfortable.”

      “It is,” Ascara agreed.

      “Still, I’m sure I’ll manage here,” Lucinda added.

      “If you say so, but if you need help, I will be right here. Just ask for anything you need,” Ascara said.

      As soon as she settled into her seat, the sedyan bearers started to move. She noted the sounds in the compound as the people began to shuffle forward. She cocked her head to one side; of all the sounds she could hear, one stood out by its absence. Birdsong. She noted this lack with a degree of sadness and blamed their silence on the number of people in the compound.

      When they cleared the palace gates, Lucinda heard a muted humming which added to the background noises—the scuffling of feet on the hard-packed ground, the occasional braying of a distant donkey, the cries of sea birds across the bay.

      As the procession wound around palace hill, the hum grew louder. The sound became a set of sounds which gained a rhythm, and soon became words. These words became a chant or a prayer, and although she didn’t understand the language, this prayer did not sound like the Rabian dirge or the mournful lamentations she’d expected. Power wrapped around the words, called to her, and the hairs on her arms stood on end. A chill raced through her despite the heat of the day. She wasn’t sure this was a good thing.

      Black-clad mourners lined the streets, and she could see many more in the dark shadows of the side streets. They all chanted. She couldn’t always see them sing, but she could feel the power of their voices. Their emotions, their prayers, added to the power of the procession until the whole city resonated with energy. Lucinda sensed this spiritual energy as it crashed through the procession like a wave. And then, like the tide, the ebb and flow of the magic rose again in an eternal cycle.

      Lucinda gripped the arms of the seat in her sedyan. The energy beat against her skin so hard she might as well have been beaten by a hundred whips. The assault turned her thoughts sluggish and slow, though not slow enough for her to dismiss her concerns. Where would all of that power go? And when would it be released? When she drew back the curtains, she saw Ascara next to her sedyan, and she didn’t look happy.

      “Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      “Fine, except for this chanting. It’s giving me the heebie-jeebies,” Ascara replied.

      “Me too, Ascara. Me too.”

      

      The procession left the hot and narrow streets of the city and headed southwards. Ahead, the three peaks known collectively as Holy Mount soared high above the land. With a central peak flanked by two smaller companion peaks, Lucinda wondered about the significance and coincidences of the number three. The trinity of Raven, Fire and Ice, the three ravens of herself and Cruck and Prruk, and the three peaks of Holy Mount.

      The dusty trail, made worse by the number of people in the procession, wound around the foot of the first hill. Lucinda felt her stomach begin to churn and a wave of cold sent shivers down her spine. She didn’t know why, but whatever this was, it wasn’t good. That said, she had never been on a funeral procession like this before either. Maybe that was the reason. She considered that explanation for a moment or two, and although not happy, could think of no other reason for her anxiety.

      Lucinda drew back the voile curtains and looked out of the side window. A dusty haze like a thick cloud clung to the land and part way up the side of Holy Mount. All made worse with the footsteps of so many people, all of them travelling in the same direction along the same narrow path.

      As they reached the far side of the hills, at a point farthest away from the city, Lucinda noted a substantial passageway which tunnelled into the mountainside. She’d supposed they would travel all the way to the top of the peaks for the funeral. This tunnel entrance was unexpected. They wouldn’t be on top of the mountain, they would be inside it.

      The passage stood about eight or nine feet wide, thirty or forty feet high, and wide enough for a Sedyan a’bas to pass through. Several stone arches, more like bridges, ran overhead from one side to the other. Dark-robed figures lined these bridges in row after row of unmoving statues. They watched, like guardians, as the procession approached and then passed beneath into the rocky passage beyond.

      The prayers of the priests and mourners did not stop but echoed from the sides of the rock until that also made Lucinda shiver. The hairs along her arm stood on end. At least they would be out of the sun.

      Within the passage, she saw a pair of iron-bound gates, each one a good eight or nine feet tall and stood open and flush against both sides of the rocky walls. Each half of the gate had the symbols of nine snakes on both sides, matching the one on the funereal sedyan. She wondered if Rabian funeral rites included nine snakes in their symbology. She made a mental note to ask Magda about that. Or Ascara, when they had time.

      She looked forward and, some way ahead, she could see the second set of gates, much like this last one, opened and flush against the walls. A bridge arched over the top, complete with unmoving guardians. Lucinda could almost feel their unwavering gaze as though standing in judgement of all who passed by.

      The whole procession spilt out into an open area at the heart of the mountains. At first glance, Lucinda assumed it was a caldera of sorts, like a hollowed-out bowl. Open to the sky, this looked more like a large borehole. Now that they were inside the mountains, and in the shade, the air temperature veered towards chilly. She tried to look upwards, to the tops of the mountain. Blue sky could be seen, but details were sparse in the shadows.

      Stone steps spiralled around the sheer sides and almost to the top. Ledges at various places marked, insofar as Lucinda could ascertain, the floors of rising levels. Close to each ledge, she could see dark smudges. Doors and windows. Like houses.

      No, not like houses at all, she thought. More like tombs. Hundreds of them.

      They had been carved into the stone so long ago she could almost hear the pulse of the passing years beating through the rock. Dread, as heavy as the stone which surrounded them, settled on her shoulders. They were in the heart of a necropolis, and she could feel the memories of the ancient dead as though they stood by her side.

      Her sedyan came to a gentle stop somewhere in the centre. She’d lost track of her exact location, not that it mattered. Around her, the mourners also stopped moving and talking. The prayers were at an end. A gentle breeze blew through the passage and robes flapped in the wind, but other than this, no one moved. Silence filled the necropolis. Yet the power of the prayers remained. The air almost crackled with the life of it.

      Lucinda heard a man’s voice and he spoke in Rabian with power enough in his voice to fill the whole area. One of the white-robed figures moved to the side of her litter and whispered through the window. “This is the high priest, and he is welcoming everyone,” she said in Anglish.

      “Araha?” Lucinda asked.

      “It is I. Please stay seated while he speaks.”

      Lucinda tried to relax, but she couldn’t. The power of the prayers sat over the mourners like an invisible cloud of potential. Anticipation pulled at her skin and, rather than diminish or fade, the energy inside the necropolis seemed to increase.

      The mourners and the priests stared upwards, as though enthralled by every word from the high priest. The words grew louder, and the prayers more enthusiastic. Every word hammered through the rocks. Each word, wrapped in prayer, layered with magic and held together with faith, swelled and grew until the echoes of his words became the meaning of everything.

      His words were hypnotic and Lucinda allowed herself to sink into the undulating rhythm and lyrical sound of his voice. His words lulled her senses towards the point of sleepiness and found herself drifting. Her concerns about where they were and the power evoked by the prayers seemed to seep away. Perhaps nothing would happen, and this was as much a part of the funeral rites as anything else. She worried for nothing.

      Twice she jerked herself upright as her eyes closed. She just wanted to sleep, to let it all go, to forget. To allow herself to be at peace.

      Lucinda heard, as though from a great distance, the cry of a raven. She wanted to answer, but she just felt so sleepy.

      The raven called again. Louder. More insistent. And she forced herself to pay attention. As soon as she did, her stupor lessened, and the world around her seemed to come into focus. Her head cleared well enough that she could hear the flaws in the way the high priest spoke. The rhythm seemed a little less smooth, the tones of his voice a little too grating, and the power the procession had raised seemed a little less commanding. If anything, she felt a little relieved; the priest no longer wound up the power. Instead, it had started to dissipate. Thank the Mother for that.

      High overhead, the rays of the sun crept over the edges of the cliffs. Bright light shone lower and lower down the walls. Where the light touched, the rock sparkled and glinted. Even the priest stopped talking so that he could turn his attention to the sun. He dropped to his knees and held out his arms in welcome. Every mourner stared in his direction, as though waiting for his guidance.

      He barked out a few commands, and a good proportion of those in black robes filed out of the grounds, the rest lined the cliff walls. Only those in white robes stood in the centre now. Priests, Lucinda assumed. Yet this didn’t feel right. Why would mourners leave?

      “You may stand now. It is time,” Araha said.

      “Time for what?” Lucinda asked.

      “Time for the Last Rite,” she answered.

      Ascara opened the litter door and offered her arm.

      “Have you seen Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “She is at the front, if that’s what you call it,” she said. Ascara pointed to a section of stone steps that led to a high ledge. “Can you see?”

      “I can.”

      Now she could see the pyre, with Mogharan, Magda, and six priests who bore between them a stretcher carrying the shrouded remains of Olivia. The high priest approached them from the opposite direction.

      At her side, Araha inched closer. “Now we take our princess to the pyre and, as the sun passes overhead, the flames will be lit. So shall she pass from mortality to immortality for all times,” she said.

      “Araha, are those tombs in the rock?” Lucinda asked.

      “Correct, this is a part of our heritage. Once we used to revere our dead and inter them here, where we would be able to speak with them always. That is a past that is gone now.”

      “Oh, you don’t do that anymore?” Lucinda asked.

      “It is a complex matter, but the priests gave much thought and prayer to this, and a decision was made. The body is mortal, the spirit is immortal, and how can the spirit be allowed to soar to heaven if the mortal body ties them to this earth? Fire consumes the mortal body, and that means it must also release the spirit,” Araha answered.

      “But you still have tombs. Did you burn those bodies also?”

      “These are the tombs of the ancients, who are the founding fathers of Port Ruth. They have been here since the beginning, and they will remain here to watch over the city and the people.”

      “I see,” Lucinda said. A shiver ran down her spine.

      Araha didn’t seem to notice. “We must watch from here, as there is only so much space on the ledge,” she said. “This is the Last Rite and we must speak no more until the end.”

      The sound of a gong echoed through the insides of Holy Mount. Once, twice, three times, it rang.

      “Look up now,” Araha said.

      The sun now shone right through the centre of the mountains and Lucinda had to shield her eyes from the glare. Flames burst from the pyre with a loud whoosh.

      The priest paused, and then started to pray. He did not pray alone. All those in white robes repeated his words, even Araha joined in and prayed with the fervour of the enthralled.

      Lucinda felt the power rise again. Not that it had ever completely dissipated, she realised. It had lost direction and focus, but now all of the priests joined together and called it all back to life. Their prayers gathered the energy together, and magic flared so fast Lucinda had no time to think what it meant. Before she could say a word, the high priest released the energy from the prayers. Power washed through everyone and everything within the Holy Mount, and it took her breath away. She gripped Ascara and held on with such force, her fingers ached.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara whispered.

      The world spun and Lucinda closed her eyes. She felt Ascara as she adjusted her position and arms encircled her waist. Without her, she would have fallen.

      “Lucinda?” Ascara said, her voice more urgent.

      She leaned into Ascara and took strength from her presence. She could hardly breathe with the force of death surrounding them. Ascara, all fire and life, helped her focus on the here and now, rather than the world on the other side. “We are in a place of the dead,” Lucinda said. As she spoke, she found it difficult to focus and her own voice sounded distant and dreamy.

      “Yes,” Ascara agreed.

      “And the dead here aren’t dead. Not exactly.”
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      Ascara held Lucinda as though she could shield her from everything. This whole funeral business had become peculiar and weird, even by their standards. Around them, the priests stared upwards with the glassy-eyed look of the enchanted. Not one of them blinked. They swayed on their feet and chanted their prayers in long and breathy bursts. She wished she understood their words; then she might understand what they were doing. It wasn’t good either way.

      “Why are you holding me like this?” Lucinda asked. Her voice sounded distant.

      “Because you need me,” Ascara answered.

      “Oh. Do I?”

      “And I will not let you go until you are more yourself.”

      “If you want,” Lucinda answered. Her voice still held that distant quality and Ascara didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Lucinda! Come back to me. Tell me what is going on.”

      “Last Rites,” she answered, as though that explained everything.

      “Lucinda, come back, now,” Ascara said. She gripped Lucinda’s arms and shook her. “Wake up.”

      Lucinda didn’t respond. Ascara turned her around, saw the slightly unfocused look in her eyes, and slapped her. Hard.

      Lucinda’s eyes grew sharper and more focused.

      “I want your attention, you need to focus,” Ascara said. “Something weird is going on, and I need you to tell me what to do.”

      Lucinda rubbed her eyes. “Oh, Mother. This is the Last Rite, but it is not what we think. He woke the spirits up and now they are hungry,” Lucinda said.

      “What spirits?”

      “The city fathers. They are awakened and they need to feed.”

      “Did they feed on you?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “No, no, they called me, and I couldn’t turn away. They have not fed yet, but they will try.” Lucinda pointed to the pyre. “The priest there is summoning the dead as the mourners chant their words of power. Soon, those shadows of a distant past will rise up and demand to feed.”

      “Feed on what?” Ascara asked.

      “Us, the priests, whoever is here, I suppose.”

      “Magda? What about Magda?” She didn’t wait for an answer, because Magda stood in the thick of it. “Can you do something?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda closed her eyes and looked as though she had fallen asleep. She hadn’t though, Ascara knew when Lucinda called the power of the Raven. It rose from the ground in a cold wave, and Ascara thought of the chill of the crypt. Lucinda shivered in her arms, and she let her own heat, her rage, build so that Lucinda could use it.

      “What do you see?” Ascara asked.

      “I see tombs and I can feel the dead in them. Ancient dead. They are powerful,” Lucinda said.

      “Did you not see them when we came in?”

      “No, I didn’t, not at first,” Lucinda answered. She opened her eyes and scanned the walls of the cliffs. “I felt nothing of this, but...”

      “But?”

      “The prayers might have masked it. The priests raised their magic as we left the palace, and by the time we came here, I could sense nothing but their power.”

      “Was that their intention?” Ascara asked.

      “I have no idea, but it worked. And now I see them. There are souls here which have no place on this plane. They are hungry and they are angry.”

      “Is Magda safe?”

      “For now.” She moved closer to Ascara. “Don’t move, hold me. I need your strength.”

      Ascara held her close, and she supposed it looked like a pose of grief. Instead of grieving, Lucinda closed her eyes and lay her head against Ascara. Lucinda didn’t stay there long, but cold seemed to race through her and settle in Ascara’s bones. She shivered.

      Lucinda whispered against her chest. “This mountain. This Holy Mount, as they call it, is a Tower. And this Tower is not one raised by a covenant with the Great Mother, but a Tower raised by the Father. Her Towers stand for life, but I don’t understand what his stand for. Whatever it stands for, they used a lot of power to do it. The power of death pervades it all.”

      Ascara didn’t like the sound of that.

      Lucinda shivered. “Something is happening.”

      “Like what? Where’s Magda?”

      “I don’t know,” Lucinda answered.

      “Right, what do we do about this?”

      “I’m not sure,” Lucinda answered.

      “You must know, you are the Raven.”

      “I—” she started and then her words faltered.

      “Raven,” Ascara interrupted. She could feel the darkness gathering and rising through Lucinda.

      “The Raven comes,” Lucinda said. “Help me into the sedyan, Ascara. Quick.”

      “What do you need?”

      Lucinda closed the curtains, “Go and get Magda,” she ordered. “When the Raven comes, I’m not sure what it will mean, not here.”

      “Are you—”

      “Go!” Lucinda said, her voice hoarse and forceful. “Get Magda. Now.”

      Ascara turned and ran.

      

      Lucinda paid no more attention to Ascara as she raced off. She didn’t have the time to worry about anyone else. Her vision wavered, grew dark, and then her sight shifted. Her raven, and the necropolis, needed to speak to her; she would hear the truth of it.

      She gripped the arms of the seat as her muscles clenched and her whole body strained against the tightness of the corset binding her. Bones tried to bend in ways not intended and almost snapped. Her back flexed and arched as the raven rose and roared through her. This wasn’t a gentle rising of her power; the dark raven ripped through her as though she didn’t exist. Her raven spirit burst from the fragile shell of her body whether she willed it or not, and Lucinda, the Raven, rose out of her body and through the top of the sedyan, until she reached the freedom of the sky and spread her wings.

      This was not her sky, though.

      The Raven stared at the world below with eyes sharp and bright with curiosity. Holy Mount looked different. The mountains towered above the rocks and sea, and although Lucinda recognised this land as the lands of Port Ruth, it was not the Port Ruth she knew. This was as it had been, long ago. The mountains were also intact, and she could no longer see the hollowed out centre. Yet inside, the mountain pulsed with life. Human life, and she dismissed these humans to seek her truth elsewhere.

      Around the mountain tower the sea churned, and waves almost as tall as the mountains crashed against the sides of the rock.  The sea drew back until nothing but sand remained and then hurtled back to land with power enough to flatten lesser mountains. Loud booms filled the air with the despair of a land that fought back. This was a storm that brought with it destruction and the earth tore itself apart.

      She looked up, and in the distance, mountains exploded and spewed fire and rocks into the air. Clouds grew so thick with ash they cut out the light and turned day into night. Winds ravaged the sky and the surface of the lands with strength fierce enough to strip the skin from bone.

      Higher she flew, and beneath her, the ground wavered and shifted. Rocks crashed together, became mountains and then flattened. Flames tore the world apart and burned to ash any who stood in the way. The rage of the earth would not be stilled. Only those with the blessings of their God could survive this destruction; this was The Fall for her to see.

      Two birds with wings held wide flew across the fiery sky. They swooped and soared on every changing air current. A pair of ravens with wingtips glowing red, or bright blue.

      When they joined her, they became a family of three. They were raven, fire, and ice as they soared across the sky. Darkness, thick like oil but light as smoke, surged out of the middle peak and speared the two birds. Something took her family!

      A couple of feathers floated to the ground, but they were gone.

      Dead and lost.

      Sorrow washed through her.

      Would the raven permit the destruction of her family like this?

      How dare they threaten them. Her grief turned to Ice. Rage rose up and infused her sorrow with Fire. Her Raven would not sit back and leave them to the machinations of this tower and its priests. She would have revenge for a deed not yet done and her revenge, like rage but made dark and pointed, powered through every part of her soul.

      Lucinda the Raven swooped into the mountain, and the world blurred. The past, the present, and the future merged into one. She shot straight through the stone and the layers of metal and machinery.

      Machinery?

      This stopped her flight and her anger. What did this machinery mean? There were no machines in the tower of the dead.

      Not any more, she realised. These were the machines of the past. Life. Living machines.

      She heard singing. People sang to the glory of these machines. They thanked the Father for his blessing in songs that sounded like prayers. Like the funeral prayers. The intonation of the words seemed familiar, and the power raised by them also seemed the same.

      A flash of light caught her attention and drew her to an altar, where a man knelt before a knife-wielding priest. “Give me your blood, your life, and your soul,” the priest said.

      “It is yours,” the man on his knees replied.

      “Your blood, your life, and the fire of your spirit are ours until the end of time. Be with us in eternity, and when the hour is true, the gates of time will open and you will be set free.”

      “Free,” intoned the man along with the masses within the mountain.

      “And it will be as though the Mother never awakened to darken this earth with her perversions. The true God will awaken from the slumber of the dead and put our plight right.” The priest stepped forwards and slipped a blade into the prisoner’s throat. “Bless him for he will come.”

      A familiar prayer followed the priest’s words. They sang all together as one voice, and they drew power into the Last Rites, but this time, the prayer was for an eternity in which the machines which would keep them safe.

      The Raven screamed at this misuse, and her own dark rage tore her from this vision and into dark oblivion.

      

      A loud boom, like the sound of those long-ago waves, crashed against the mountain. She could hear someone calling for her.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara yelled. She sounded upset and she shook Lucinda twice. “Wake up!”

      Lucinda opened her eyes, but she couldn’t focus, and the screams of the lost still filled her ears. “What’s the matter?” she asked with a voice made hoarse from the taste of ash and fire in her throat. “Where am—”

      “Lucinda, look at me,” Ascara interrupted. “We’re in trouble.”

      She tried to focus on Ascara, but the strength of her vision had left her disorientated and weak. She didn’t really care either, grief filled her heart. All she could think about was the birds. They were three, and they were complete. Then they weren’t. The darkness rose from the depths of her soul and her perception shifted. She could sense the Ice of her sorrow merged with the Fire of her rage, and she held them close, nursed this pain in her soul. Retribution would—

      Ascara interrupted her thoughts and screamed. “Lucinda!”

      The mundane world grated at her senses until she had to pay attention. Sounds she did not want to hear imposed themselves: running feet, the snick of blades as they were drawn. Oppressive heat filled her nose and mouth until she felt stifled by it. The light breeze had vanished, and the sun overhead made the hollowed-out mountain of the necropolis Tower burn with the power of sunlight.

      “Please, Lucinda, I need you with me now.”

      Lucinda held up her hand. “A moment.”

      “Lucinda, I’m not sure we have a spare moment.”

      “Yes, we do,” Lucinda answered.

      “Good, but I’m still going to need you. I’m outnumbered at least by, oh, a couple of hundred to one. I’m good, but I reckon I might have a few issues dealing with them all on my own.”

      “Where is Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “I don’t know. I couldn’t get to her before they turned me away.”

      Lucinda looked around. “They’re waiting for something.”

      “Like what?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda didn’t answer. She scanned the faces of the robed men who surrounded them. They did not approach further, and she realised they would not come closer. Yet.

      Lucinda rose out of the litter and stretched. She did not rush, nor did she show any signs of concern or worry.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara urged.

      She smiled and reached out to pat Ascara’s arm. “It will be all right,” she said. “Trust me. I am with you now.”

      Death lay all around them, she could taste the power of it. Even though she had no right to the energy or the magic, she would use whatever she could. After all, in a tower to the dead, who better to use the energy than the harbinger of death herself? Seemed reasonable to her, and as she accepted this, the fatigue of her Truth Seeing seemed to lessen. Muscles which had been tired and lifeless filled with energy. Her thoughts, once dull and sluggish, now moved at speed. Memories and knowledge seemed to come to her with ease, and most of all, her energy seemed not only replenished, she almost overflowed with it.

      Ascara nodded her acceptance of Lucinda’s words and turned to place herself  as a shield in front of the priests.

      A voice Lucinda recognised called over the crowd. “Raven.” As he spoke, the priests pulled back and a path stretched out to where the head priest stood with Mogharan. Between them stood Magda, her hands restrained by two guards whilst two others pointed their pistols at her.

      Ascara stiffened, and she drew a dagger to match her sword.

      “No,” Lucinda said. She tapped Ascara on the shoulder. “Stand down. Weapons will not win this day.”

      “As you wish,” Ascara said. She let the points of her weapons drop, although she did not disarm.

      “You called, Mogharan? Is Magda all right?”

      The small group approached, close enough that she could see Magda’s uniform had been messed up. A trickle of blood oozed from the side of her mouth and her nose. A scrape down the side of her face marked where she had been hit or punched. Most of all, Magda looked disconsolate.

      “There you are, Raven. Did you like the sounds of my prayers?”

      “Yes, Prince Ruth, I heard the prayers,” Lucinda answered.

      “Not that I care about your opinion, of course. I have many issues with you. In fact, I have issues with all of you.”

      “I’m sure you do, but of course it won’t do you any good,” Lucinda replied.

      “Goddamn you, woman, show me some respect. Still, you defy me.”

      “Respect is earned, and you have earned nothing.” She smiled, because no matter his words, he had no idea about the powers he used. The truth of this entire Tower had been lost, and although he wished to use the power for himself, he couldn’t control this at all.

      “Then you will fear me instead. First, I will deal with this one. It is time she suffers for what she has done to me.” He turned to Magda. “Kneel.”

      Even restrained, Magda straightened her shoulders in defiance. She rolled something inside her mouth and then spat a bloody lump at his feet. Mogharan stared at the lump on the ground and then gestured to the two guards with the pistols. They holstered their weapons and punched Magda so hard in the ribs, Lucinda thought her own ribs had broken in empathy.

      Magda folded over, only the two guards holding her hands stopped her from falling. One of the guards kicked the back of Magda’s legs and she fell to her knees. The other kicked her in the side for good measure.

      Ascara started to move and Lucinda had to grip her arm to stop her racing to Magda’s aid.

      “Well now, let’s start with this one, shall we?” He pointed at Magda. “This is Captain Stoner of the airship Verity, who was also commander of my security. You are stripped of rank,” Mogharan said. He stepped forwards and ripped the braid from the shoulders of her uniform. “We find you guilty of insubordination, treason, and blasphemy. For your crimes, there can be only one penalty. Death.”

      Magda didn’t speak, but she looked up and stared at him with cold eyes.

      “No,” Ascara said.

      “Shut your filthy mouth,” he bellowed. “I own her, and I can do what I wish with her,” he said. He straightened his jacket and took several deep breaths. “Not that I need to explain myself to you.”

      “You do not own her,” Lucinda said.

      “Well now, I do, you see. The moment this one agreed to put on this uniform, she became mine.” He pointed at her. “This one thought that she was man enough to be a commander. But she isn’t, is she? And, as she has said she owns you two as well, I now also own you. I find this arrangement most satisfactory.”

      “No,” Lucinda said.

      “No? This is the law. My law and I can do as I please. And I have many pleasant thoughts about this matter. I could sell you into slavery, or use you for bargaining. Would the Order pay much for you all? My Raven with her baby ravens?”

      Lucinda stepped back. Three Ravens. Images exploded inside her mind and she reeled with the force and impact of them.

      “Either would be acceptable. And as I no longer have to ask your Commander Morales to make machines for me anymore, the pleasure is all the greater. Maybe I no longer need him if I have you. No matter.”

      “Machines, Mogharan? What machines?” Lucinda asked.

      “Never you mind.”

      “Why did you need him to make machines?” Lucinda persisted.

      “Why on God’s earth do I need to answer to you?”

      “Because you are in charge, and it would be impressive to show us what you are capable of.”

      He nodded at that. “Perhaps. Still, he has failed so far, but you have found what we need, and as you are mine, the machine is also mine.”

      “What have we found?” Lucinda asked. She already knew the answer, but for the moment, she needed him to talk a little longer. In this she would know his plans, and most important of all, her control of this tower could grow stronger.

      “The Astrarium, of course,” he answered.

      “It is broken and of no use,” she said.

      Mogharan laughed. “I live where the finest watchmakers and clockmakers can be found. Do you not think we can work it out?”

      “Why are you doing this?” she asked.

      He waved her questions off. “Stop asking so many silly questions. I am about to reclaim what is mine.”

      Lucinda could hear the glee in his voice. He wanted to gloat. Here it comes, she thought.

      He pointed to Magda. “She was mine, as much like a brother as anyone, but she took my sister and caused her death. She will pay.” He pointed to her. “You took my Hours away, and for this, you will pay.

      “We brought your sister back,” Lucinda said.

      “Ahh yes, you brought back skin and bones, and you brought her back empty. You took her soul, didn’t you, witch?” He didn’t wait for Lucinda to answer. “You recognise what this place is, don’t you, Raven?” He waved his hands around.

      Lucinda nodded.

      Magda coughed to clear her throat and her mouth. “You planned all of this,” Magda said. Each word punctuated with a swallow.

      “Yes. This place has a long history, and I will continue it. A bargain has been made and it will be met. We will fix the Astrarium and place it here, where it is intended to be.” He pointed at Lucinda. “And you, my Raven, will take the place of my sister.”

      “That wasn’t your sister. That was the beast, Sh’Na,” Magda said.

      “I know that, you idiot,” Mogharan said. “But she was supposed to kill you first.”

      “Why were you expecting her to kill Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “Never mind. I have you, and your soul will be given to this tower, and the bargains of the past will be fulfilled. I will get what I need from Magda when you have become my tool.”

      Lucinda laughed. From the look on Mogharan’s face, he did not expect humour. “Once more you make of yourself a fool,” she said.

      “How so? I cannot see the Hours, and so you have none of their power.”

      “You think I need them?”

      “Yes,” he answered. He didn’t sound so sure though.

      “Let me show you what I need.” Her raven rose as she spoke, and so much power filled her, it sizzled along her skin.

      “I see you, with your devil’s eyes, but I am not afraid of you. This is my domain.”

      “Fool,” she called out. Her words echoed through the rock, and no one could miss her words. Even if they didn’t speak Anglish, they would recognise the power in her voice. Lucinda turned around full circle so that the nearby priests would see her eyes. “Do you know the Raven? Do you understand what I am?”

      None of the priests answered, but several took a step back, and when one stepped back, all those nearby stepped backwards. “Well, do you?”

      “You are nothing here,” Mogharan said. “Take her,” he ordered.

      Lucinda laughed, she was ready. “Stop,” she said.  She held up her hands, as though to ward them all off. The undead of the Necropolis filled her with such power she could see her skin glow with it. And the power was all hers.

      “Stop. Kneel before me, or feel my wrath!”

      Mogharan laughed. “Stupid woman.”

      “No, you are the stupid one. You have tied the dead to this place, locked their souls into the stone so they could not leave. Now you have awoken them with your prayers of power and they are angry. Very angry. Now, you cannot control them because they are all mine.”

      “Nonsense,” Mogharan replied.

      “Come to me!” Lucinda screamed. “Come, my long-dead friends.” The raven inside her spread her wings and called out to the dead who had no place in this life. These long-dead souls had no place here, and they would be hers to take to their final place, but first, she would set them free.

      “Grab her!” Mogharan ordered.

      No one moved. Whether they were scared of her, or whether they were scared of Ascara with her blades in hand, it didn’t matter. Lucinda didn’t care if they tried to grab her. None of it mattered. They were too late. Too slow.

      “They are coming,” she whispered. Even though she didn’t speak with any great volume, her voice seemed to swell and fill every space. Streaks of black left the tombs and swept around the cliff walls in a raging rush. An eruption of shades and shadows rose and stormed inside the mountain. The temperature plummeted as they brought with them the icy touch of death. The screams of those who endured the pain and agony of death made eternal echoed from the walls.

      Lucinda was not done. “I am the Raven,” she roared, “and in a Tower to death, I am the master. Touch them all, my shades of death, touch all who fail to bend their knee to me. Embrace those who have kept you captive all of these years. Let them understand what it is like to be cast into stone for all eternity.” She didn’t care if they understood her words in Anglish, she screamed in her own language and to hell with them all.

      Lucinda revelled in their pain and anger. Their need for vengeance left no one untouched. The shades engulfed everyone standing, and these proud priests fell to the ground and screamed in terror.

      “Does that hurt?” she asked. She wasn’t sure if it did. These were the shadows of the dead and they had no real substance. Not as such. Hate fuelled them, and after they’d spent several generations locked in a state of death in limbo, they would want to share their frustrations with those who had entombed them.

      Lucinda turned as a whole tide of black- and white-robed priests raced towards the exit. The gates had been closed, and these priests pressed against the iron-bound wood, screaming for escape. Each one pulled and fought with everyone else. She heard screaming and shouting, cries of pain and despair. But she ignored them.

      “Last chance. Kneel before me or feel the sorrows of your ancestors,” she cried out.

      If they stood, they were fair game, and the spirits left no one untouched. Lucinda would not allow them to. The living would bear the consequences of all they did, and she would drive them all insane.

      A hand on her leg, just under the hem of her skirt, gripped and held on. She looked down. She saw Ascara on her knees.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara said. “I think they appreciate who you are now. Let the spirits rest.”

      For a moment, Lucinda glared at the top of Ascara’s head. “Ascara,” she said.

      “I am here,” Ascara answered.

      “I am losing myself.”

      “No, you’re not. I am here.”

      “You are right,” Lucinda said. She held her hands in the air. “Spirits of this place,” she said, her voice loud and commanding. “You have served the city and the land to the best of your ability. No one could ask more. I am the Raven, and I release you from the bargains made in your name. It is time to leave this place and go to the next part of your soul’s journey.” As she spoke, a small and swirling ball of energy appeared in the middle of the open space. It crackled and spun until it formed a stable blue void. “It is time,” she said.

      “You don’t need the birds anymore,” Ascara said.

      “No,” Lucinda agreed. She turned her attention to the shadows. “You are done here. Go,” she said. One by one she watched as the shades rushed into the void and crossed over to where they were supposed to be.

      “Is it safe?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes,” Lucinda replied.

      They found Mogharan on the floor next to Magda. He breathed, but she didn’t much care if he lived or not. “Magda, are you all right?”

      Magda struggled to her feet and nodded. “I have been better.”

      Ascara wrapped her arm around Magda’s waist and helped her to her feet.

      “You are so hurt,” Lucinda said to Magda. She reached out and touched the marks on Magda’s face. “Truly, are you all right?”

      “Yes,” Magda answered.

      “Good.” She turned to look at all the people. Someone had managed to open the gates, and the figures in black and white robes flooded out in terror. “I think we should leave now. Let’s get to the ship and leave before anger replaces their terror.”

      “Agreed,” Ascara said. “Let’s go.”
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      As the last of the dead left, Lucinda’s energy began to wane and the portal to the other realms began to close. The world around her, through mundane senses at least, seemed to look dreary and bland. A world without the power of the spirit seemed no world at all.

      “Lucinda, we need to move,” Ascara said.

      “Yes,” she agreed. She looked around the inside of the Holy Mount, and no matter where she looked, she saw terrified people. They had brought this on themselves, she reasoned. Or had they? Mogharan must have known what he was doing, the fault lay with him.

      No sooner had they risen to their feet than Ascara led them to the exit. There were too many people before them, and they were all squashed together. The passageway could not cope with so many people at once, and in their panic, the priests and guards just tried to push through anyone in the way. Lucinda could see people being squashed against the sides and underfoot.

      She stared at the writhing mass of people, and she could almost taste their fear. Panic ruled here, and there would be no sense made of this.

      “There is no room to get out, and at this rate, they’ll start killing each other before we get there,” she said.

      “That is not our problem,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda heard screams from the defile. “It might be.”

      “Never mind, it’s a problem we will deal with as we leave. Right now, let’s merge in with the back of the crowd.”

      “We’ll be crushed,” Lucinda said. She looked at Magda, who looked battered and had trouble standing, never mind walking.

      “Not if we’re careful. We have to get away from here, lose ourselves in the crowd before they realise who we are.”

      “You mean who I am?”

      “Yes,” Ascara said. “Now we must move as fast as we can. We don’t have much choice.”

      “I could order them out of the way,” Lucinda said.

      “No more Raven, Lucinda. They are already terrified. We need to make them calm down, not scare them more,” Ascara said.

      “The ship,” Magda mumbled.

      “Yes,” Ascara answered. “With luck, we will go straight there.”

      Their route down the path did not get any easier. With Magda wedged between them, they didn’t move fast enough, and they were jostled and pushed all the way. Yet they made it.

      At the edge of the city, Ascara pulled them to the side. The panic had reached the city. Screams and shouting filled the streets ahead.

      “Demons,” said Magda.

      “What? What demons?” Lucinda asked.

      “They think there are demons flying out of the Mount, and they say the prince is dead,” Magda said. She coughed then and spat blood onto the ground.

      Ascara shrugged. “Best thing if he is, but we don’t have time to wonder about such things. We need to get away; it could get nasty in the city.”

      “We can’t get to the ship like this. Magda can barely stand,” Lucinda said.

      “I’ll be fine,” Magda croaked.

      “No, you won’t,” Ascara said. Then she grinned. “You do realise you are getting yourself beaten up a bit too often these days, Magda. I thought Lucinda was the one who kept falling over, but now...”

      Magda made a sound that could have been a laugh, but then she ended up coughing.

      “Wait here,” Ascara said. She disappeared into a narrow side street and, after a short while, brought with her a man in brown robes. “You need to speak Rabian, Magda,” she said. “Tell him we want to rent his donkey and cart.”

      Magda spoke to him in Rabian. The man waved his hands a lot, looked thoughtful, and spoke in rapid Rabian.

      “What did he say?” Ascara asked.

      “He wants too much, now we haggle,” Magda said.

      “I see,” Ascara said. “How much is he asking, and what do you think is a good price?”

      “He wants three hundred crowns. Thieving old goat,” Magda replied. She spoke in Rabian, and he responded with a flood of words and a lot of hand gestures. Magda spoke in Anglish again. “I would pay five crowns, I think ten is very generous, but he says that given the situation in the city, three hundred is a bargain.”

      “Right,” Ascara said. She started to grin as she drew her dagger. “What’s the Rabian word for ten?” she asked over her shoulder.

      “Eshtra,” Magda said.

      Ascara looked at the man and waved the dagger between the donkey and the cart. “Eshtra,” she said.

      He shook his head.

      “I think we are having a communication problem,” Ascara said. “Tell him, we will hire him, the donkey, and the cart for one hour, and give him twenty crowns.”

      Magda sputtered the words and Ascara waved the dagger between them.

      He shrugged and held out his hand.

      “I don’t have any money, so we pay after we get to the ship,” Ascara said.

      “Not sure he would be happy for that,” Magda added.

      “None of us has any money. It’s the best we can do.” Lucinda shook her head. “Bugger this. I’m not going to stand here and negotiate how we pay whilst the city goes to hell.”

      “Lucinda, what are you going to—” Ascara started.

      Lucinda called her raven, and she knew when her eyes changed; she saw it reflected in the horror on the man’s face. His eyes widened and he stared as though he’d seen a ghost. Or a demon. He screamed, and his voice sounded quite high pitched for a man. Lucinda laughed. He turned around and ran away so fast he almost collided with the side of a building.

      “Lucinda?” Magda asked.

      She turned around and Ascara laughed. “Best put your eyes away, sweetheart, before they all go quite mad and think you’re the demon. Given the state of the city, I don’t think we want them to think we are anything but ordinary at this moment.”

      “Perhaps I am a demon,” Lucinda said.

      “You’re not a demon to me,” Ascara said.

      “I like being a demon.”

      “Fine, you’re a demon. Now can we get on?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda gritted her teeth and, with some reluctance, her raven sank away. “Let’s get going then. Help me get Magda into the cart,” Lucinda said.

      With some effort, lots of brute strength, and a lot of cursing, they fit Magda into the back of the little cart. Lucinda joined her, and she tried not to think of what else had been transported in the back. Whatever it was, it didn’t smell good. She took Magda’s hand in hers. “What did they do to you?”

      Magda shook her head.

      “Well, hold on. Just hold on until we can get you help.”

      Ascara guided the donkey through the dusty streets. People rushed by in an urge to be elsewhere. Others slammed doors and windows shut. Ascara ignored them, and they circumnavigated the outer reaches of the city without issue. Close to the ship, a perimeter guard, one of their own, intercepted them at the edge of the airfield. “Identify yourself,” he ordered his hand already at his sidearm.

      “Officer Ascara. Sound the alarm,” Ascara said.

      “Officer Ascara.” He saluted. Then he saw the cart and froze.

      “Well, don’t dawdle, man. Sound the alarm,” Ascara urged. His attention wandered to the sight of his captain, and he failed to react.

      “I mean now!” Ascara bellowed. “Get your Hudson out and sound an alarm. Everyone must fall back to the ship.”

      “Aye, aye!” he responded. He followed them as he removed a brass Hudson whistle from his pocket and blew three ear-splitting short blasts. He followed with three long and then three short blasts.

      “Three,” said Lucinda. “Three by three.”

      “What?” Ascara asked.

      “Never mind,” Lucinda answered. Even if she managed to say anything, her words would have been drowned out by the sound of Verity’s alarm horn, blasting three times, and then she heard the sirens inside the ship.

      Magda coughed as she held her ribs. “Alarms sounded. Help me out of this cart. We need to get to the ship.”

      “Stay where you are. We’ll move faster this way,” Ascara said.

      Magda sat back and growled.

      Lucinda wiped the blood from the side of Magda’s mouth. “Don’t talk. Save your strength, and your breath, until we can be certain of the damage done to you.”

      “Yes,” she answered. “But I’ll be better when I’m on the ship.”

      “Nearly there,” Ascara said. “Crew members are coming to help.”

      Eight soldiers jogged towards them.

      “You four,” Ascara said as she pointed, “lift the captain and get her inside, on the double. The rest of you spread the word to any who don’t understand a whistle or think their orders supersede an alarm. Get ready to ship out. Time is of the essence.”

      “Aye,” they all answered. They saluted as one and sprang into action.

      Magda complained at being manhandled out of the cart, but she didn’t stop them. She looked too weak and pale to do much herself.

      “Ascara, can you give Magda some of your strength?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’m not having any of that pumped into me!” Magda managed to splutter.

      Ascara shook her head. “I can’t do that anyway. It seems something I can do for you, Lucinda, and sometimes other people too, when they need rage.”

      “Now that’s a shame,” Lucinda said.

      By the time they reached the top of the embarkation tower, they were all quite sweaty, and panting hard. Even so, they did not have time to catch their breath. Next, to the boarding ramp at the top of the tower, they noticed a group of six figures.

      “Captain!” Banu Oho exclaimed. “There is—” He stopped speaking when he saw the state Magda was in. “You are hurt,” he finished.

      “What are you doing here?” Magda asked. She looked towards the ship. “Damned sirens are very loud,” she grumbled.

      He bowed.

      “Let me down. I can stand on my own damned feet,” Magda said. She stood upright, but the effort had sweat rolling down the sides of her face. She turned her attention to Banu. “I’m sorry, Banu, and I do not wish for rudeness, but we are a little short of time here.”

      “Then plain words we will speak. We are in need of transport to Ama’Rica.”

      “Come aboard then. We’re leaving now.”

      Banu wrung his hands together. “I fear the gods, all of those breathing and some of those who do not, conspire against us. The timing of all things is not as a clock should work.”

      Magda nodded. “Forgive me, we are out of time, Banu. I must rush, come with us or not. It is your decision. If I have a moment, I will speak with you further.”

      Magda turned her back. “Help me to the flight deck,” she ordered.

      Lucinda stared at the back of Magda’s jacket. She could see blood. “And fetch a medic,” Lucinda added. She followed Magda and paid little attention to anyone else.

      “Banu, stay near this entrance. I will come back for you,” Ascara said.

      

      Magda slumped into her captain’s chair on the flight deck and groaned. She felt better now that she sat on her own ship. Beneath her feet, she could feel the vibration of the engines, the whole ship seemed tensed for flight.  A full crew manned the flight deck, and they stared at her with concern and worry etched on their faces. She didn’t want pity. “Get on with your work,” she growled. “I’m not dead yet.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk said.

      “Although if you don’t do something about the sound of the sirens, I might well wish I were.” Her head throbbed, her ribs didn’t feel too good, and her breathing could best be thought of as laboured. She didn’t have time to be hurt though. “For the love of our Mother, turn off that damned siren, and go for a quiet alarm.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk answered. A moment later, the sirens stopped and she could think again. Red lights strobed throughout the room, and she saw the reflection of the lights flash on the floor.

      She turned to the communications seat. “Mr. Williams, ship-wide announcement, if you will.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said, and turned his attention to the bank of dials and controls before him.

      “Please inform the crew to battle stations and prepare for a rapid rise. This is not a drill.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said.

      “And get me a medic, too,” she added.

      “We have asked for one. Medic Morgan is on his way,” Koryk said.

      Magda waited for Mr. Williams to announce the message, to give herself time to think. She looked at the chronometer above the windows and frowned. How long had they been here?  She hadn’t paid attention to the time. She needed to concentrate. “Call the engine room. I need full power, and I need to be certain about how ready they are to rise.”

      “Good job we started them up half an hour ago, isn’t it?” Koryk said.

      “Yes, Koryk, it is. And I am aware that we have engines ready.” She looked at him. “I’m injured, not stupid. I heard them when we were outside, and I can feel them through my feet.”

      “My apologies, Captain, I did not wish to imply any lack,” he said.

      She waved off his apologies. “Why power up?”

      “It looked like that mountain had started to explode. Black things erupted from the top. Seemed like reason enough to get ready.”

      “Thank you for your foresightedness,” she said. “How are the crew in terms of readiness?”

      “Last of the loading is pretty much done, and most of the crew are aboard,” he answered.

      “Most?” she pressed.

      “As best we can tell.”

      “We’ll talk about that in a moment. First of all, I need to speak to Engineering,” she said. She winced as she tried to get to her feet. She sat back in her seat. “Put us on room wide comms so I don’t have to get up.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Mr. Williams said.

      The room filled with a static hiss and a few crackles. The noise made her head throb more, and she had to concentrate to ignore it. “Engineering? This is the captain speaking.” Other than a louder hiss, no one responded. She tried again. “Engineering?”

      A crackle followed. “This is Engineering.”

      “This is your Captain, how long before we can rapid rise? No bullshit. I need the right number.”

      “We have been hot for a while. We can begin a rise in three minutes,” the engineer answered.

      “Excellent. Then ready engines and prepare to depart,” she said.

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      “Captain out.” She turned towards Mr. Williams. “Please inform section heads to run a roll call. They have five minutes to check their crew members. And tell them if they cut corners and we leave anyone behind, I’ll keel haul them at 20,000 feet. Got that?”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Magda,” Lucinda interrupted. “We left Caro’Nina back at the palace. We can’t leave her.”

      “We won’t leave anyone behind. Not without an extraction strategy in place.” Magda looked up into Lucinda’s eyes. “No one,” she said. She turned to Koryk. “Get someone on the Aetheriogram to home base. And see about the evacuation of all ambassadors and so on. This is about to get messy, and I wouldn’t want those politician types to get caught in the crossfire. At least not without warning.”

      Koryk turned to Mr. Williams. “Can you do that?”

      “On it,” Mr. Williams answered. “But I suspect they already know. The military is online, and the translator says—”

      “What translator?” she asked.

      “An Order-sponsored Rabian,” Koryk supplied. “He arrived yesterday.”

      “I should have been informed,” Magda said.

      “You were at the palace, and you have been—”

      “Distracted,” Magda finished.

      “Yes, Captain,” Koryk replied.

      “That’s useful, anyway,” Magda nodded. “In that case, what does the army have to say?”

      Mr. Williams turned in his seat. “The translator says that there are riots breaking out in the palace grounds and around the city. I could do with more ears to assist.”

      Koryk picked up a secondary mouthpiece and Mr. Williams connected him. He flipped a switch on the console. “This is First Officer Koryk. Please send all available communications personnel to the comms room. Also, any crew member who speaks Rabian or Gyptan go to Communications. On the double. Koryk out.”

      “The comms room?” Lucinda asked.

      “We have a separate place where several people listen in for all communications. The Aetheriogram is also located there. These systems are monitored all day every day, but when things get difficult, we can call in even more to listen in. Mr. Williams is in charge of it all, however.”

      “Koryk, the status of ship’s systems, if you will,” Magda asked.

      He turned to his console and watched as various lights flashed and gauges reflected the technical state of the ship. “Not long. Engineering assessments are good.”

      “Still, this is taking too long.” Magda lurched to her feet and gestured to Mr. Williams. “Give me a mouthpiece and put me on ship-wide.”

      “You can speak from your seat,” Koryk said.

      “I prefer to yell into a mouthpiece,” she said. She tried not to wince, but every step towards the communications desk seemed to make it worse.

      “You are connected,” Mr. Williams said.

      She leaned against his seat and held on to the mouthpiece as though her life depended on it. She took two shuddering breaths and then spoke. “This is your captain speaking. This is a day to test all of your training. This is not a drill, and everything we do is vital to the ship, and to each and every member of the crew. Today, every action, every choice you make, everything you do or even think, could mean life or death. I know I have the finest ship and the finest crew in the whole fleet, the best crew of any fleet, and I am certain you will give your all. You will make me and all of the Order proud this day. I am sure of this.” She stopped to take several deep and ragged breaths.

      “Hear me when I say that I rely on every single one of you to do your duty to the best of your ability. Today there are no second chances, there is no room for error, and not a single moment to be wasted. Prepare and lockdown for a rapid rise. This is not a drill. Good luck, and the blessings of our Mother to you all. To your battle stations, crew. Prepare for rapid rise. Captain out.”

      Magda leaned against the console and wiped her hand across her mouth. Blood smeared across the back of her hand. Ascara rushed to her side and helped her to move. “Your seat, Ascara, put me in your seat. We need Lucinda to sit in my chair.”

      “As you wish,” Ascara said. “You should be getting medical assistance, not sitting here.”

      “Yes, I hear you. I will go to the infirmary when we are safe,” Magda answered.

      Medic Morgan bustled into the room. He took one look at the captain, tutted, and rushed to her side. “What the hell have you been doing? Tell me what happened so I can get into it.”

      Magda held up her hand. “Someone go and get Banu. I almost forgot about him. We need to rise.”  Then she turned to the medic. “Four soldiers using their boots, and a few whacks with something hard. Probably the flat of a blade. Nothing heavier.”

      “As if being beaten isn’t enough, now she has to rate how hard it was,” Morgan grumbled. “From the state of your jacket, I’m sure it was a thorough and bloody beating, too.”

      Ascara and Morgan helped her out of her jacket and, when he lifted her shirt, he whistled. “I am not so sure they used the flat of the blade, Captain. I think they tried to spear you, too. Any deeper and you’d have been gutted like a fish.”

      “Thanks for that image,” Magda said. “Just fix it, will you?”

      “Of course, but you’ll be in the infirmary for a week. At least.”

      “I don’t have time. Strap it up and give me something for the pain,” she said.

      “Captain, that is not a good idea,” he said.

      “Good or bad, I have no time until the ship is safe. Is that understood?”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered. He began to remove items from his bag. “Nonetheless, you will make time. Open your mouth.”

      She growled at the medic, but did as bid. He stuck a slim piece of wood in her mouth, looked around, and said, “Now say ‘ahhh’.”

      “Ahhhh,” she said.

      “Good. You are probably going to lose a tooth, your mouth is shredded, and your tongue looks damaged. You’ll probably have difficulty eating and drinking, but we will do what we can. With any luck, this is the only reason you keep wiping away the blood. You must come to the infirmary so I can check you out.”

      “Later,” she said and waved him off. “Mr. Williams, any news about the city?”

      “Yes, they are busy dealing with reports of demons and a whole load of civil unrest,” he said.

      “Good, with luck they will be too busy with demons to worry about us. Tell me if it changes. Any news from the commander?”

      “Evacuation of civilians has been initiated by the relevant diplomatic channels. We may be required to make a pick up from a safety point. He says Ka’lavin Bay will be used.”

      “Excellent.” She turned to see Banu being escorted onto the deck.

      “Captain,” he said and bowed. “I see you are much hurt.”

      “Doesn’t matter. Look, we have to leave. If you have people here now, we will take them. If not, we can come back. There will be a rendezvous at Ka’lavin Bay.”

      “I know of this place,” he said.

      “Good. We will be there in about four days or so. We will send word if it is longer. Either way, we will come.”

      He bowed. “We will be there, Captain. Safe travels to you.”

      “Safe travels to you too, Banu. May the Mother protect you and all of your kin. The city is probably not a good place to be, and Prince Ruth is unforgiving at the best of times.”

      Banu bowed to Lucinda. “And much fortune, Gifted One. Until we meet again.” With that, he turned and left the deck.

      “Now get someone to make sure he gets off safely. And tell me when the ramp has been withdrawn and locked. I want to depart the moment Banu is safely off and on the tower.”

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said. “We are being hailed by the Port Ruth Control.”

      “Put them on,” she said.

      “This is Port Ruth Control to Captain Stoner,” the voice said in excellent but accented Anglish.

      “This is Captain Stoner. How might I assist?”

      “You have your engines on and we believe you are preparing to leave. Usual protocols have not been followed, and permission to depart has not been granted,” Control said.

      “You are correct, but I think the city has troubles enough without concern for one airship,” she answered.

      “This is true.” The speaker for Control paused. “Captain, we need your help.”

      “Why? What is it you think I can do to help?”

      The speaker didn’t say anything for a moment, but she could hear shouting and orders in Rabian in the background. “Because the city is burning, Captain Stoner of the airship Verity, and as you are also a Commander of the Rabian High Guard, we thought you would come to our aid.”

      Magda groaned. “You are ill-informed. I no longer hold such rank. I am Captain Stoner of the airship Verity. Nothing more.”

      “The city will burn,” the speaker said.

      “There is nothing I can do.”

      “The city has gone insane, and there is a madness in the streets,” the speaker said.

      Magda didn’t respond.

      “We do not believe that Mag Stoner of Port Ruth, former Officer of the Rabian High Guard, would turn away from the city in its time of greatest need.”

      “Who are you to make such a demand of me?”

      “My name is Kallim, and I knew you once.”

      “Kallim, what are you doing in Control?”

      “My duty, Mag. This is what we do.”

      Magda groaned. “I will do what I can. Stoner out.”

      “Who is Kallim?” Lucinda asked.

      “Someone like me,” Magda said. “Someone very much like me.”
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      Magda sank onto the pilot’s seat and leaned against the flight console. She hadn’t the energy for this. She just wanted to go to her cabin, lie down, and sleep until it all went away. If only she could. Not that she would get much sleep with Medic Morgan wrapping her up so tight she could hardly breathe, never mind move. Besides, she had things to do. She turned to scan her crew. Every one of them seemed watchful of her every move. Isgul, the blind navigator, faced her, even though he couldn’t see her. Blue-skinned Valara of the southern floats stared at her, her hands on the flight controls. Even Jyg and Jayg looked at her with expectation in their eyes.

      “They are waiting for your commands, but they are more concerned for you,” said Matilda, the old weather witch in the corner.

      “I’m fine,” Magda answered.

      “Then what are your orders, Captain?” Koryk asked. “Will we help, or take a rapid rise and get the hell out of here?”

      “I heard what Port Ruth Control said, but what state is the city really in?”

      “I have eyes on top,” said Ascara.

      “Topmast?” Magda asked.

      “High as we can go. As soon as we have a visual report available, we will see what needs to be done.”

      Magda nodded. “If they are in as much trouble as they say, then we need to help them. The people in the city.” She coughed and wiped her mouth across the back of her hand. “No matter what happens, we will do something.”

      “Yes, Captain,” Ascara agreed.

      “Koryk, are the ballast tanks on the lower gondola full?”

      “Aye, Captain. Ready at flight capacity.”

      “And the state of the bilges?”

      “Empty, Captain. As are the condensation tanks.”

      Magda’s thoughts did not form as fast as she would have liked, but she stared through the flight deck windows. The bank of windows focussed on the terrain immediately ahead and down, but even so, she could see signs of distant smoke rising over the city. Her thoughts hardened, and a plan formed.

      “This is what we are going to do: we’re going to fly to the bay and reduce elevation until almost sea level. Speak with Engineering, and prepare the lower gondola for possible submersion.”

      “But Captain—”

      She waved her hands; she knew she didn’t have much left. “Listen. We are going fill up with as much sea water as we can carry and drop it on the city to put out as many fires as we can.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk said.

      She turned to the communications board. “Mr. Williams, get me Engineering.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      He flicked a few switches and the hiss on deck grew a little louder. Magda pinched the bridge of her nose with her thumb and forefinger and prayed for the noise to go away.

      “Ready,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Engineering?” Magda asked.

      “Engineering,” said a deep voice.

      “Bandock, good.”

      “Aye, Captain?”

      Magda could picture her engineering chief in her mind’s eye. He had short grey hair and a long, grey handlebar moustache. He liked his beer too, but she couldn’t recall any more details. “We’re going to assist the city and put out fires where we can. To do this, we need water. Seawater is easiest to obtain, so I think we’ll fly as low as possible over the bay and fill the tanks from there. What I need from Engineering is for your people to reset the pumps so we can fill the storage tanks in the lower gondola, and any tanks we can. When we are fully loaded, I need you to be able to set the pumps to blow over the side so we can direct water onto the fires. Got that?”

      “Aye, Captain, we got that. Although the tanks in the gondola are not wholly watertight anymore. They need sealing after the cargo we carried here,” Bandock said.

      “Doesn’t matter, the water won’t be there for long. Fill as much as you can, then reverse the pumps again and spray the city fires.”

      “Captain, it will take a bit of doing,” Koryk said.

      “The first officer is correct, but we can do this,” said Bandock.

      “What? No arguments?” Magda asked.

      “None, Captain. My second, Deannia Ferron, has logged a programme which she is calling ‘skimming’. The details are on your desk.”

      “I haven’t got time for reports right now, Chief,” Magda said.

      “Right. Skimming is where we fly just above water level and use that low altitude to refill or eject cargo. We think that, because we are at a lower height, there are fewer problems with ejections. The reverse is also true, we can load up on the move. If we get it right, then we can skim water at speed too.” He paused. “Although skimming avoids the turbulence at altitude, low flying might have problems we have not foreseen.”

      “We’ll manage. I can fly anywhere,” Valara added.

      Magda nodded to herself. “Good. Get Ferron to propose a skimming drill at the next staff meeting. For now, we are going to put the idea to the test, on the fly, so to speak.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said. “We should be ready by the time you get close to water. We’ve been working on liquid evacuation whilst in port. We will reverse what we have.”

      “Perfect, tell us what you need when you are ready.” She clicked off and turned around. “Koryk, please initiate a rapid rise; you will oversee that.” She turned to Communications. “Mr. Williams, get me Port Ruth Control.”

      “They are waiting,” he said.

      “Good. Port Ruth Control, this is Mag Stoner of the airship Verity.” She used the familiar form of her name so that the controllers would discern why she would assist them.

      “I hear you, Mag Stoner.”

      “Kallim, we are going to fill our tanks with seawater and drop it on top of the worst areas. A little sea water will also calm the violence.”

      “Your assistance is much appreciated, Mag. We will not forget your kindness and loyalty to the city.”

      “Good. Because once we are in the air, I don’t think we will dock again. I think we have outstayed our welcome.”

      “Understood. It would make sense to continue your flight once the fires are out. Your departure would be one less matter for the city to worry about. A flight plan has been recorded and this is acceptable.”

      “I haven’t logged a flight—” she started to say.

      “Captain Stoner, we have your flight plan as logged last night. Iberica is your next stop, I believe. We wish you good fortune and a safe flight.”

      “Thank you, Kallim, and good luck in the city. Verity out.”

      She didn’t need to tell Mr. Williams to cut the connection; as soon as she finished, the hiss on the speakers died and silence filled the flight deck. “Communications quiet,” he said.

      “What do you make of that?” Koryk asked.

      “I think Kallim just saved us from trouble,” Magda answered.

      “Do we need to set a course for Iberica?” Isgul asked.

      “No. Right now we are going into the bay to get water.” She turned to Ascara. “And the state of the city?”

      Ascara bent over a mouthpiece, a horn to her ears. “Burning,” she said. “Port Ruth is in trouble.”

      “Right, let’s do this.” She got to her feet and took two steps back towards her own seat, the Captain’s chair. She realised, as she looked into Lucinda’s eyes, that moving had not been her best idea. Her knees started to buckle and as the darkness pushed at her awareness, she had one thought. Lucinda, no!

      Then her legs gave way and darkness claimed her thoughts.
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      Lucinda couldn’t help herself. As Magda started to fall, she reached out and tried to save her. Ascara did the same, and without her help, the two of them would have ended up in an untidy heap on the floor.

      “No, Lucinda, you shouldn’t—” Ascara said.

      The warning came too late though, as Lucinda kissed the side of Magda’s mouth, where smeared blood left a red trail. As her lips touched, she knew she reacted to the blood. Another drop of crimson traced a path along the side of Magda’s jaw, and as Lucinda wiped the blood away with the tip of her finger, she watched as it vanished into her own skin.

      Ascara pulled Magda away from her, and when Lucinda looked at her own arms, she saw red seep through her clothing and vanish into her skin.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara repeated.

      She held up a hand. “It’s okay, I’m fine,” she said.

      Ascara lay Magda out on the floor. “Really?” she asked.

      Lucinda reached out to the bandages around Magda’s body. Blood already seeped through. She laid her hand on the dressings and watched as the blood sank into her skin. “I don’t have much time. I can feel her memories coming,” she said.

      Ascara frowned. “I can see your blood eyes,” she said.

      “Take Magda to the infirmary. Guard her and make sure she is well,” Lucinda said.

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be—” Lucinda stopped talking.

      A sharp pain, the likes of which she had never before experienced, tore through the side of her body. She drew a sharp breath in, and let it out with a whoosh when something belted her across the midriff. Another thwack to the back, and then her vision wavered and she no longer stood on the flight deck.

      They stood on the ledge near the pyre and more punches than she could count thudded into her body, her face, her side. All the while, she could see Prince Mogharan Ruth as he smirked at her.

      Her vision wavered again. She saw an old man dressed in old clothes, a fisherman. His face felt familiar. He smiled and spoke with laughter in his voice. “Next time you want to catch the fish, use a net, not your clothes.” He laughed.

      Then the image changed to a green and pleasant garden. No, not a garden; it was the fountain hall in the palace, and Princess Olivia turned to her, smiled, and held out her hand. The image faded. She saw herself, enraged as she took a step closer and slapped Magda across the face. Her face morphed into Ascara’s face. She was so close, she could feel Ascara’s breath caress the side of her face. “Is this what you want, Magda?” Ascara said.

      All kinds of images flashed into her mind but few of them stayed as long as these few. Most of all, she felt Magda’s love of Rabia, almost overwhelming Lucinda’s own hate of Mogharan for the pain he had inflicted upon her.

      She opened her eyes to see Ascara watching her.

      “Lucinda, are you well?” Ascara said.

      “I’m fine,” she said. She patted Ascara on the hand. “It’s all right. Take Magda, make sure she is safe. Meanwhile, we have an airship to fly and a city to save.” She turned to Koryk. “Isn’t that right, First Officer Koryk?”

      “Aye, aye, Miss Ravensburgh.” He averted his gaze though. Very few liked to face her altered eyes.

      “Right then, let’s get the captain to the infirmary,” Ascara said.

      “We need guards to lift her,” Morgan said.

      “No.” Ascara bent down and put her arms around Magda. “I will carry her myself.”

      “Let me help,” Medic Morgan said. With a little effort, they lifted Magda part of the way and then Ascara tried to lift her on her own.

      “Ascara, let him help,” said Lucinda.

      She nodded, and between them, they took Magda out of the room.

      Lucinda sat in the captain’s seat and gripped the armrests. She expected to get a feel for the ship, but nothing happened.

      “And?” prompted Koryk.

      “Nothing.”

      “Probably because you have the red eye, not the grey eye,” Matilda said.

      “Then let’s do this the old-fashioned way, with the skills of a pilot and an excellent flight crew,” said Koryk.

      “Aye,” said Lucinda.

      

      As they rose into the air, Koryk bellowed instructions about elevation, speed, and directions. She understood all he said, which would continue so long as she had the benefit of Magda’s memories.

      Below the ship, she could see the devastation being wrought in the city, and it concerned her. Smoke and flames covered much of the city now. “Look at the city. How could this happen so fast?” she asked.

      “Fear,” Matilda answered.

      Lucinda shook her head. “There must be more than that.”

      “Fear and a mob,” she said. “Fear feeds the mob until the mob becomes a huge ravening beast that will not stop until it has destroyed everything in the way.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Lucinda said.

      “Have you never been on a street when someone pointed a finger and yelled abomination? Witch? Devil?” Isgul asked.

      “No,” Lucinda answered. She hadn’t, but she had heard of the horrors that had befallen others, most of them women, and most of them on the way to what had been the Rainbow Tower.

      “Then you are lucky,” Isgul said. “Down there, on the streets of Port Ruth, I bet the Gifted and the non-Gifted are falling to the whim of the mob as we speak.”

      “Then we should hurry and douse their heated stupidity and intolerance with cold sea water,” Lucinda said.

      “Aye, to that,” Matilda said.

      “Engineering is ready,” said Mr. Williams.

      “Isgul, direct us to a nice smooth surface in the bay,” Koryk directed.

      The blind navigator paused, then gave both bearing and elevation. No one responded in voice, but Lucinda could see the ship turn and adjust altitude.

      “Weather?” Koryk asked Matilda.

      “Smooth, a steady north-westerly,” she answered.

      “Adjusting for wind,” Valara said.

      “Mr. Williams, make a ship-wide announcement if you will. Safety protocols in the lower gondola,” Koryk said.

      “What’s that mean?” Lucinda asked.

      “When we get too close to water, there is a chance that the lower gondola itself might flood, not just the tanks. We can’t have any personnel there if they don’t know what to do,” Isgul answered. “Adjust bearing by two degrees, and begin our descent,” he advised.

      A crackling hiss filled the flight deck and a voice said, “Engineering to Bridge.”

      “Bridge here,” Koryk replied.

      “Bandock here. We need to go slower. We’re lowering the hoses as we speak. We should start pumping as soon as we get the nozzles submerged.”

      Lucinda gripped the arms of the captain’s chair and her vision wavered. “Stop. There are men in the lower gondola. That is a breach of protocol.”

      “Yes, it is,” Bandock said over the speakers, “but who will operate the pumps and clear the hoses?”

      Lucinda didn’t answer that. “The lower gondola is in the water.” She turned to face Jyg and Jayg, who were, as far as she could recall, responsible for such things. They grinned at her.

      Koryk gestured towards Jyg and Jayg. “I think that means they consider this to be perfect elevation and they will adjust as the balance of the ballast and the storage tanks vary.” He stood just behind the flight control. “Settle in, Miss Ravensburgh, this will take a while, and it might be a little rocky. We don’t usually like to vary the load so much during a flight.”

      He was right too. Their slow and low flight made it look as though they floated over the sea. It took some time, and all the while they rocked side to side so hard that Lucinda thought she might be seasick.

      A set of footsteps charging down the steps onto the flight deck stopped her thoughts, and Ascara strode to her side. She looked grim.

      “Nice eyes. Grey and streaked with red. Like blood on a blade,” Ascara said.

      “What are you doing here? How is Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “They kicked me out of the infirmary,” Ascara said.

      “Why?”

      “No idea,” Ascara answered. “Well, they said I was in the way.”

      Lucinda turned to her. “They are stitching her up, and it hurts.”

      “How—” Ascara started.

      “Damned fool won’t take any opiates to numb the pain. If she cried out in pain, I think you would probably kill someone,” Lucinda said.

      “Damned right I would.”

      Lucinda held out her hand to Ascara. “Then we should stay here until the tanks are full, and you can watch as we soak those Rabians in cold sea water.”

      “Oh yes, I think I will like that very much,” Ascara said.

      “Well, you won’t have to wait much longer,” Koryk said. “Now we head back to the city. Where do we target first?”

      Lucinda looked out of the flight deck window as they came about and increased altitude. “Save the people. The buildings can burn, but stop the riots before they kill any more,” she said.

      Ascara nodded. “I think the Captain would agree with that,” she said.

      “Agreed,” replied Koryk.

      Lucinda looked around the deck, and everyone nodded. “Save the people,” she repeated.

      Koryk nodded. “Mr. Williams, call Engineering and ask Bandock what altitude we need to achieve to get the best effect. Too low and too much water will be hurtful, too high and it will be like rain.”

      Mr. Williams fiddled with the controls, and the static hiss filled the flight deck. “This is Bandock here. I suggest we try a flyover at five hundred feet. I think we need to be lower for the fires, but with people present, I am unsure. I can control the outflow from here. Let’s try it, shall we? We should dump on a building first, to test the system.”

      “Good idea, Bandock. There is a line of buildings to the north of the city. Stay online, and we’ll count you to the target.”

      “Aye, aye,” Bandock said.

      After a couple of runs around the city, they had height, release, and directions all worked out. Six water runs later, the city stood in smoke and a lot of wet ground.

      “Koryk,” said Mr. Williams, “I have Port Ruth Control.”

      “Put them through,” said Koryk.

      “Captain Mag Stoner of Verity Airship, this is Port Ruth Control,” said a familiar voice.

      “Kallim?” asked Koryk.

      “It is I,” Kallim answered.

      “The captain is detained elsewhere. How is the city?”

      “We are getting there. It is manageable now, thank you. Please extend our thanks to your captain. Many lives have been saved, although we have a state of emergency.”

      “You will manage,” Koryk answered.

      “Thank you again, and safe passage to...Iberica.”

      “Good luck, Verity out.”
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      Lucinda sat beside Magda’s unmoving form. Always pale, now she looked almost deathly against the white sheets and the bright walls of the infirmary. Except for the bruises. Scrapes covered one cheek with red scabs, and her chin had started to turn a reddish purple. She looked dreadful, and Lucinda could only see one arm and her face. She dreaded to think what the rest of Magda’s body looked like.

      Lucinda held Magda’s hand and lost herself in thoughts of self-recrimination. She should have seen what Prince Ruth, what Mogharan, had planned. She had known he held something back. That taste in her mouth, of something uncertain, persisted whenever she thought of the time they had stood on the walls and watched the procession of mourners. She should have known better. She should have seen something. She should have known.

      “Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      She shook off her thoughts and turned her attention to Ascara. “Yes?”

      “She will be all right.”

      “How can you be sure? We’ve been in the air for less than a day. She’s not moved an inch, and sometimes I have to look carefully to make sure she still breathes.”

      “Trust in Medic Morgan; he’s the best in the Order, and he says that the worse is over,” Ascara said.

      “Apart from possible infections.”

      “Well, yes.”

      “Then you can’t guarantee anything,” said Lucinda.

      “You’re right, I can’t, but we have to stay positive. The bleeding has stopped. Morgan is good with stitches. He’s cleaned everything out and with luck, the blade that struck her was a clean one.” She stopped there and looked away. “Everything that can be done has been done.”

      “You are right, but it’s so hard seeing her like this,” Lucinda said. “She is my strength.”

      “Our strength,” Ascara corrected.

      Magda opened her eyes and coughed. “Will you two shush? I’m trying to get some sleep here,” she said. Even though her voice sounded rough and crackly, her words came across clear and strong.

      Lucinda launched herself from her chair and hugged Magda.

      “Ouch,” Magda moaned.

      Lucinda stood back. “Really, are you all right?”

      Magda looked at her with pale grey eyes and nodded.

      “Shall I get a medic?” Ascara asked.

      “Water,” Magda said.

      They didn’t need to call for attention, however. No sooner had they thought about calling out when Medic Morgan entered the room.

      “Good timing,” said Ascara.

      “Yes,” he agreed. “And how is the patient?”

      “Sore. Thirsty,” Magda managed.

      He nodded. “I would like to examine you, so perhaps these two guardians of yours ought to leave.”

      “No, I'm not going anywhere,” Lucinda said.

      “Neither am I,” Ascara added. “I'm staying right here.”

      “It's fine. You can leave me. It's safe,” Magda said.

      “We aren't going anywhere,” Ascara said.

      “Then I guess my wishes are irrelevant.”

      He shrugged and pulled back the sheets. “The bandages are still clean, very little seepage, and no sign of infection.” He bent over and sniffed close to the wound site.

      “Looks fine,” he said. “Open wide.” He pushed a piece of flat wood into her mouth. “Say ‘ahhhh’.”

      “Ahhhh,” Magda responded.

      “Good.” He threw the wood in the bin and then examined every bruise and every graze, by eye and by touch. His checks were thorough.

      “What do you think?” Magda asked.

      “Well, Captain, you came out of this pretty well considering the beating you took. You have a couple of cracked ribs, and I’m surprised you are not worse off.”

      “Thanks,” she croaked.

      “Bed rest for a week, and then you should do nothing strenuous for a few weeks after that,” he said.

      “Right. Strap me up so I can get back to the flight deck,” she said.

      He poked her in the side and she screamed. “Well enough to be in charge again, are we?” He walked away. “Ask me again tomorrow, and we will see. Meanwhile, Nurse Chester will take care of you.”

      Magda groaned.

      “I shall send her in with a weak broth, and when she asks you to do anything, you will comply, understood?”

      “Understood,” Magda said. She waited until he left the room before saying more. “Where’s my uniform?” she asked.

      Ascara rested her hand on Magda’s shoulder. “Not here. You should do as the medic says.”

      Magda grumbled something indistinct. “If I am here, then you better tell me what happened after I blacked out.”

      “What’s the last thing you remember?” Lucinda asked.

      “If I recall, it was my ribs that got whacked, not my head,” Magda said, her voice rough.

      The door opened and a nurse in a plain white uniform entered. She placed a tray on a nearby cabinet. “Good day to you, Captain,” she said. She turned to Lucinda. “We’ve met, if you remember.”

      “Yes, Nurse Chester.”

      “I am glad you remember. I will be overseeing the day to day care of the captain here.”

      Magda groaned.

      “What’s that?” Nurse Chester asked.

      “Get me some clothes and let me out of here,” Magda replied. “I have work to do.”

      As Magda tried to sit up, Nurse Chester placed a hand on her shoulder and pushed back. “Does that hurt?”

      “Of course it does. Go easy on me,” Magda said.

      “I am here to help you get better faster,” Nurse Chester said.

      “Fast enough so I can go now?” Magda asked.

      Nurse Chester stared at Magda. “I should clarify. You will do as you are told and stay where you have been put until you are cleared for duty. Is that understood?”

      Lucinda snickered.

      “I have chicken broth, and you will drink it all. Also, I have warm water; you will drink this also,” Nurse Chester said.

      Ascara patted Magda’s shoulder. “I think we should leave you to the nurse.”

      “No, please, don’t go,” Magda croaked.

      “We could watch,” Lucinda said.

      Nurse Chester crossed her arms in front of her chest and pursed her lips. “I don’t think so. Babies like this always need a little encouragement.”

      “Show some respect. That’s your Captain,” Ascara said.

      Nurse Chester turned to look at Ascara, her bright blue eyes twinkled. “Captain or not, she is in my domain now, and what I say goes. Besides, have you been for your medical recently? I think you are some months behind.”

      “Err, no,” Ascara replied.

      “If you stay here, then I would feel obliged to run these tests now. It would save you coming back later.”

      “That’s all right, we’ll wait outside,” Ascara said. “Come on, Lucinda.”

      “I thought so,” Nurse Chester replied. “And before you race off, Miss Ravensburgh, you are also listed for a check-up. Did you take all the tablets I prescribed? Did they work? I have not seen your records yet, and I would like to see how those wounds on your arms have healed. Don’t wander too far.”

      From the bed, Magda chuckled, but the laughter made way for wracking coughs, followed by Nurse Chester’s admonishments.
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      On the flight deck, Magda took her place in the Captain’s chair. She tried not to let on that she hurt all over, but she could not be sure how well she hid her discomfort.

      “Good to see you back,” Matilda said. She sat in her usual seat by the observation windows in the corner. “Are you sure you should be here?”

      “It’s my ship. This is where I need to be,” Magda said.

      “I see, but does Nurse Chester agree?” Then she laughed so hard every part of her generous body seemed to show her humour.

      “I’ve been in bed for three days, and I will go insane if I stay any longer.” She stared out of the windows. Overhead lay a pale sky as they sailed over and through a sea of white cloud. The view, plain and simple, soothed her.

      “You escaped, then,” Koryk said.

      “I did.” She rolled her shoulders to loosen the stiffness across her back. It hurt even more, and she wished she hadn’t moved at all. “Is anyone going to bring me up to date?” she asked her crew.

      No one answered.

      “Well? You are permitted to speak,” she said.

      Koryk cleared his throat, and everyone else looked away. “We would, but we had a visitor.”

      “A visitor? How the hell do we have visitors at this altitude?” Magda asked.

      “Well, this visitor came from the infirmary,” Koryk said.

      Magda groaned. “Did she wear a white uniform and an attitude?”

      “That would be the one. Blue eyes and a sharp tongue. She marched onto the flight deck as though she owned the ship, and then threatened us all with extended medicals if we allowed you to take your chair,” Koryk answered.

      Then he too looked away, the sky through the windows of greater importance than anything inside.

      Magda slapped her hand on the armrest of her chair. “Holy Mother! Who is in charge here, me or the nurse?”

      Koryk fiddled with his beard before he turned around. A gesture, as far as Magda could recall, that meant he felt uncomfortable. Yet, when he turned around, he seemed to have trouble keeping a straight face. “Captain,” he said. His voice strained. Then the crew, every single one of them, burst out laughing.

      “Well,” prompted Magda.

      “Of course, you’re the captain, but she is a most forceful woman,” Koryk answered.

      “And every day, we are grateful that she wishes to give her attention to you, rather than worry about us,” Matilda added.

      “And who let this creature on my ship?” Magda asked.

      “You did, Captain,” Koryk answered.

      “I did?”

      “Yes, you did,” Matilda said. She chuckled. “And you know it.”

      “Yes, yes, but I don’t remember anyone like this in my crew.” She scowled for emphasis.

      “You don’t remember her?” Matilda asked.

      Magda smiled. “Of course I remember her. I remember all of my crew, but I don’t recall her being quite like this. She was always a quiet one, even if she could be quite—”

      “Bossy?” Matilda said.

      “Forceful,” Koryk suggested.

      “Exactly,” Magda said.

      Matilda snorted. “Well, Captain, you are not usually this grumpy either, but every day is a challenge and we manage.”

      “Captain, you recommended her for promotion,” Koryk said.

      “Yes, I know.”

      “She’s spent several weeks training at home base and rejoined the ship the last time we were at Verity Field,” Koryk added.

      “Of course,” Magda said.

      “She is now the Chief of Nursing, and even the Medics are terrified of her,” Matilda added. “I like her.”

      Magda groaned. “Right. Of course. Where’s Ascara?”

      “Ascara is hiding,” Matilda said. “From the nurse. What a baby, eh? Our mighty mistress of death is scared of the nurse.”

      Magda smiled. She couldn’t help herself. “Where’s she hiding?”

      “In plain sight,” Matilda said.

      “What does that mean?” Magda asked.

      Koryk clicked his heels together and Magda turned her attention to him. “The Chief of Security has ordered that every weapon on board be checked, and she will oversee each gun herself. New training exercises have been devised for gunners and guards, and when she is done with that, she helps out in Engineering, where there’s work to do with the pumps and the tanks in the lower gondola.”

      “That sounds busy,” Magda said.

      Matilda laughed. “I think she would scrub the ship from the outside if it meant avoiding Nurse Chester.”

      “I can understand how she feels. It is for our own good, though, so we should be thankful that we have someone who is here to take care of us.”

      “Tell that to Lucinda when she escapes the infirmary,” Matilda said. Then she snickered. “I am not sure what state the ship will be in if they irritate each other. You know what Lucinda is like.”

      “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

      “How optimistic, Captain,” said Matilda.

      “I will speak to the nurse later. Set up some ground rules.”

      “Good luck with that,” Koryk said.

      “Luck indeed,” she replied. “Shall we get down to some business?”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk answered.

      “What’s our status? Please bring me up to speed.”

      Koryk stood to attention, his chin up, shoulders back, and arms clasped behind his back. “It’s complex,” he said. “Home base determined the situation to be uncertain, so we are asked to stay in the vicinity of Port Ruth in case of further emergency. All transportation out of the city has ceased, and checkpoints exist on every route in and out of the city. Several diplomats were evacuated in time, but their progress, without access to the rail network, has been difficult.”

      “Understood. How fares Port Ruth?” Magda asked.

      “Under martial law. News is sporadic and somewhat uncertain, so it is hard to be sure who is in charge,” Koryk said.

      “Is the prince all right?” Magda asked.

      “He is alive, but I don’t think he is in charge much,” Koryk said.

      She turned to Mr. Williams at Communications. “Mr. Williams, what do the translators say? Sometimes the nuance of what they say is lost.”

      Mr. Williams pulled the earphones from his head. “Permission to speak freely?”

      “Speak as you wish,” Magda said.

      “The translators suggest there are two views to the state of the prince at this time. One group suggested that the prince is a raving fruitcake and should be sent to a lunatic asylum.”

      “I am sure they exaggerate,” Magda said. “And the other viewpoint?”

      “They say that Prince Ruth has angered God himself and the goodwill of God no longer favours Port Ruth or, in fact, all of Rabia.”

      “I see. I think the prince has his hands full and he will no longer bother us,” Magda said.

      “Not quite,” Koryk said.

      “Not quite? What does that mean?”

      “Prince Ruth has put a bounty on your head.”

      “Again. How much am I worth this time?” she asked.

      Koryk shrugged. “For your head, added to that of Miss Ravensburgh and Ascara, he will annex all of Gypta and give the whole country to whoever brings all of you to him.”

      “Charming,” Magda said.

      “And he doesn’t need you alive. Your heads and hearts will be enough to weigh the balance with his master. He will rule time, apparently,” Koryk added.

      Magda laughed. “I am more expensive by the minute. Never mind, we shall just have to make certain that we are never caught.”

      “For sure,” Koryk agreed.

      “Mr. Williams, keep an eye on all Rabian communications and get a report to me later today.”

      “As you wish, Captain,” Mr. Williams said. He replaced the earphones about his head, checked the dials on the console, and then held up one hand. “I have incoming messages, Captain.”

      “Ready when you are,” Magda said.

      He listened for a moment. “Message from Commander Morales.”

      “Put him on speakers and connect us,” Magda said. “Commander?”

      The flight deck filled with hisses and crackles. “Captain Stoner?” asked a tinny voice. “This is Verity Field, Private Caxton speaking.”

      “Captain Stoner of the airship Verity speaking. How can I help?”

      “Commander Morales wishes to speak with you. Connecting now,” Caxton said.

      “Captain?” asked a voice that Magda recognised.

      “Commander, you are on speaker. How can I help you?”

      “An update. How are you fixed for the rendezvous?”

      Magda looked at Koryk.

      He nodded.

      “We are on schedule,” she said.

      “Good job on the firefighting. We are looking at ways to make that a part of future airship design. Your engineers have made a few suggestions, and we look forward to using their knowledge at home base.” The Commander sounded quite nervous as he spoke. She wondered if he didn’t like talking into a mouthpiece. “Do what you can, Captain. We will see you when you come home.”

      “Aye, Commander.”

      

      Lucinda sat on a narrow wooden seat in the infirmary and tried to make herself comfortable. She wore her most formal clothing, which were suitable for Mid-Angle, or the courts of Prince Ruth. The corset seemed tight and almost cut off circulation. She wanted, more than anything, to be in less formal clothes. Unfortunately, half of her clothing remained in the palace or locked up in the holds of the lower gondola.

      She shrugged off such thoughts, there was nothing that she could do about it now. Instead, she focused on the nurse.

      Nurse Chester fussed about inside the apothecary’s chest and, even though she bustled about, Lucinda noted a slump to her shoulders. When she turned around, a dark smudge under her eyes highlighted eyes dulled with fatigue. This medic had been working too hard.

      She wasn’t the only one, the crew had been on high alert and they were tiring. Lucinda herself had not slept well since they had come aboard. Neither had Ascara, they had been so worried about Magda’s injuries that neither seemed capable of any form of relaxation. The last thing she needed was to spend time with a nurse, especially as her health was as good as it could be.

      Nurse Chester grabbed a thick manila folder and waved it in the air. “These are your notes, and they are quite extensive. Perhaps not as informative as they might be, but extensive nonetheless.”

      “That’s not my doing,” Lucinda said.

      “The notes, no, but getting yourself in a pickle most assuredly is.” She shook her head. “I can see you have issues. Long-standing issues.”

      “Yes.”

      Nurse Chester took a deep breath and Lucinda got the impression that she didn’t want to do this.

      “I could go?” Lucinda asked.

      “No. Your arms. Are they any better?” she asked.

      “They are better since we got back from the desert.”

      “Roll your sleeves up,” Nurse Chester ordered.

      Lucinda stared at the sleeves of her blouse and frowned. Dressed in a formal suit, she wore one of her favourite blouses. Stiffened with starch and layers of lace, the high throated collar, like the cuffs, had been fastened with countless tiny mother-of-pearl buttons and they were not easy to unfasten. She made a start on the buttons on her left sleeve. Not only were there so many of them, around a dozen on each sleeve, but the mother-of-pearl discs were also rather small and delicate.

      Nurse Chester did not wish to wait. “Come here, let me do that,” she said. “It’s already almost noon, and I would like to be finished with the examination before the sun sets.”

      Lucinda rose to her feet, her hands on her hips. “Nurse Chester, I think you and I will have a problem if you persist with such rudeness.”

      “Yes, I’m sure too, especially if I don’t get to see your arms soon.”

      Lucinda noted a pair of scissors on the writing slope of the apothecary’s desk. She snatched at the shears, and in an uncharacteristic fit of pique, sliced off all of the buttons on her left cuff.

      “Miss Ravensburgh!” Nurse Chester exclaimed. “What are you doing?”

      “You wanted it done fast, here you are. Fast.” Then she struggled to put the scissors in her left hand.

      “Stop that,” Nurse Chester said. “Let me. I fear you will harm yourself and hack at your own skin.”

      “You wanted it this fast—” Lucinda started to growl.

      “Miss Ravensburgh, stop. Please. If I assist and I touch you, will you be able to tell the truth of me?”

      Lucinda stopped. “What on earth gave you that idea?”

      “You are a Truth Teller.”

      “It isn’t like that,” Lucinda said.

      “Isn’t it?”

      “Of course not.” She didn’t mention that sometimes she could hear truth, or even taste it.

      Nurse Chester nodded. “So even if I touch you, you will not be able to see inside my head or anything?”

      “No, I would not, and could not see your innermost secrets just like that. I read objects, not people.” Lucinda pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and forefinger. “You’re scared of me.”

      Nurse Chester stared into her eyes. “Yes.”

      Lucinda held out her hands so the nurse could help her remove the buttons. “Why?”

      Nurse Chester shook her head. “Are the stories about you true?”

      “What do the stories say?”

      “They say you can kill a Kraken and summon demons at will. You can tell the heart of anyone with the slightest touch, and you are the harbinger of death.”

      “Nope, not really, no, and so they say,” Lucinda laughed. “I didn’t kill the Kraken. The crew did that because I was Kraken bait. I don’t summon demons, but I have a way with the dead. I can read the truth of objects but not people. Although sometimes I can hear the difference between truth and lies. And many people claim that I am the Raven, the harbinger of death. I think it is a slight exaggeration.”

      “I think I’m sorry I asked,” Nurse Chester said. “You can stop being mad at me now.”

      “Good,” Lucinda said. “And you can stop being irritating.”

      Nurse Chester smiled and her blue eyes lit up. “That should make life easier. Now, let’s see how your arms fare. Did you take the pills I gave you?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda said.

      Nurse Chester rolled back Lucinda’s sleeve and, for several minutes, stared with such intensity that Lucinda had to check her own arms just to make sure nothing had changed. Since the death of Sh’Na her skin no longer rotted away, but neither were they normal. Her arms looked as though they had been melted.

      “You poor love,” the nurse said. “It looks as though you have plunged your hands into a furnace.”

      Lucinda didn’t answer.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “No, not really,” Lucinda replied.

      “Are you following any other treatment plan?”

      “I have used whatever Medic Morgan gave me. Nothing really helps much.”

      “Is that all?”

      “I was given a salve that the desert people made for me. It is soothing. This is the best I have seen my arms in a long while.”

      Nurse Chester closed her eyes and brushed her fingertips across the skin of Lucinda’s left arm.

      “And?” Lucinda asked.

      Nurse Chester opened her eyes, and for a moment Lucinda thought they glowed. “Mummy Rot. That’s what you have, Mummy Rot.”

      “Can you cure it?”

      Nurse Chester waved her hand towards the apothecary cabinet. With row after row of glass bottles filled with liquids and powders, it seemed to contain anything and everything to cure all. “Nothing we possess here will help.”

      “Oh,” Lucinda answered. She sat on the chair, her shoulders slumped.

      “But I can help.”

      “I thought you said you had nothing here.”

      “I did, but that is not what I meant, Miss Ravensburgh.”

      “Call me Lucinda, please. But whatever you choose, please don’t call me the Raven.”

      Nurse Chester nodded. Her face serious. “In that case, if I am to help you, then you should call me Evie.”

      Lucinda nodded. The use of first names seemed a little familiar, but she didn’t mind. Technically she wasn’t a member of the Order or the ship. “Where are you from, Evie? There is a slight accent to your voice, a touch of West-Angle, and something else, but I can’t place it.”

      “You have a good ear. I spent a little time in West-Angle and the west of Mid-Angle, but first I came from a small village in Eastern Eropea. There, we spoke Anglish and Kurdansk.”

      “That explains it. You are the first I have met from the region. What brings you to the Order?”

      “Many things,” Evie answered.

      Lucinda didn’t ask further questions. “So, Evie Chester from East Eropea, what can you suggest to help my arms?”

      “Do they hurt?”

      “Not anymore, but the skin is hard and inflexible. It seems tight when I grab things or when I flex the arm in any way.”

      Evie nodded. “This is to be expected.” She leaned forward and sniffed Lucinda’s arms. “You said the desert tribes made a salve?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s it. Aloe, is it?”

      “Yes.”

      “But you killed the mummy, yes?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda replied.

      “This would not stop rotting if the creature lived, so this is good.”

      “I’m glad you think so.”

      “The bad news is that Mummy Rot cannot be cured with medicines. It is a curse, not an illness. You need to remove the curse, or heal it with magic.” She grabbed Lucinda’s hand and held tight. “Like this.”

      “What are you—”

      “Shush,” Evie said. “Please, be quiet and do not move at all. Please, Lucinda.”

      With nothing else to do, and as they were so close, Lucinda stared at the details of Evie’s face. Her eyes closed, Evie’s brow furrowed with concentration, and Lucinda could see the lines across her forehead which would persist long after she relaxed. The dark circles under Evie’s eyes were darker, more prominent, along with the narrow lines at the corners of her eyes. She moved her lips too, as though she muttered something, like a prayer.

      Where Evie held her hand, she could feel heat. “It burns!” she cried out.

      “Shush,” Evie said and ran her other hand over the blackened and twisted skin of Lucinda’s arm. The heat became a pleasant warmth and Lucinda found the sensation rather soothing.

      Evie opened her eyes and stared at her with glowing blue eyes. Lucinda couldn’t look away. She could fall into those eyes. Fall in, and never come out again.

      “Evie,” she said.

      The heat throughout her body increased, and Evie’s touch no longer seemed restricted to Lucinda’s arms. She felt stripped of clothing, and her heart-rate increased. Evie’s eyes seemed to glow brighter, her pupils dilated, and she couldn’t stop herself from leaning forward, as though to close the distance between them. They were inches away from each other, and Lucinda couldn’t move. She didn’t want to. She wanted more.

      “Lucinda,” Evie said.

      “Hmm,” Lucinda mumbled an answer.

      “Enough.” Evie stepped away.

      Her skin cooled and seemed soft, and she could even smell something pleasant in the air, pine needles and moss. “Evie,” she murmured. It took a moment for Lucinda to catch her breath. She was gratified to see that Evie, too, seemed quite shaken. “What was that?”

      “What did you feel?” Evie asked.

      “Hot, all over, heat and I wanted to—”

      “You wanted to kiss me?”

      “Well, yes.” Lucinda could feel the heat rise to her cheeks.

      “That is a part of my secret, and you must not share it.”

      “You make people want to kiss you?”

      Evie turned a shade of red she had not seen before. “Not quite. That part was a little unexpected.”

      “Then what was expected, Evie?”

      “Look at your arm, Lucinda, look at your arm.”

      Lucinda did as bid and noted that the blackness had receded and the ridges had almost diminished. Her arm no longer looked quite so melted. “You’re Gifted. A healer. There is no need to hide here.”

      “Yes, there is.” She lifted her own sleeve and the blackness that had covered Lucinda’s arm also covered Evie’s. “I cannot always cure much, but I can take your sickness to me.”

      Lucinda reached out and gripped Evie by the arms. “I don’t want you to be sick on my account. I can’t let you be sick for me. Give it back to me!”

      Evie stepped away. “It’s all right, Lucinda.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “I can purge it. I will be all right.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I must see this,” she said.

      “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Evie,” she said. She tasted the words from Evie and could only tell the truth. “I trust your honesty in this, but I wouldn’t want you to take pain you cannot heal. I will not allow you to suffer for me.”

      Evie picked up a shallow kidney-shaped dish and placed it on the bed. “Watch,” she said.

      “All right,” Lucinda said. She looked on as Evie grimaced, and then blackness, like oil, dripped from her fingers into a dish. The splatter sounded like rain on a tin roof.

      “You’re keeping more from me,” Lucinda said.

      Evie nodded. “It is an unpleasant thing. I would rather be in private. This was to show you that I can do it, no more.”

      Lucinda nodded. “You will tell me if there is ever a problem?”

      “I would.” She paused then. “One more thing.”

      “Yes?”

      She seemed to chew the words around. “No one knows.” She walked to the apothecary cabinet and fiddled with a couple of bottles. “No one knows what I am or what I can do. And that is the way it should stay.”

      “Not even the captain knows?”

      “The Captain and Ascara know I am Gifted, but they respect my choices and leave my gift as unknown and unspecified.”

      “And everyone thinks you are just a skilled nurse.”

      “Yes. Although they think I have a soothing touch, that is the extent of it.”

      “And you do. You have an incredible ability.”

      “Please, Lucinda, no one can grasp the nature of my true skill.”

      “It is such a great gift.”

      “It is. But when people know, they demand things I cannot give.”

      “You should—”

      “No,” Evie interrupted. “Please.”

      “If this is your wish?”

      “It is. Tomorrow you will come again and I will cleanse the other arm. We can see how you heal from then on. I cannot remove all the sickness, Lucinda, but the rot will no longer be a cause for concern.”

      “You have done an amazing job, thank you. And I will keep your secret safe.”

      Evie nodded. She looked exhausted. “Thank you.”

      At the door, Lucinda stopped. Her hand rested on the door handle. “Evie,” she said, “you should be honest about your skills.”

      “I am happy doing what I do, the way I do it,” Evie answered.

      “You mean unseen and unnoticed?”

      “I am a nurse,” Evie answered. “And I am good at what I do.”

      “You are a gifted healer.”

      Evie shook her head. “Not really. I can relieve a little pain, and relieve a little infection. Nothing more.”

      “There is nothing minor about that.”

      “My healing is minor.”

      “If you think that is minor, is there something you consider major?”

      Evie looked away and fussed inside her cabinet. “Trust me. I have limits, but no one ever seems to understand what they are.”

      “I see,” said Lucinda. She could taste something strong now, not deception, not truth or lie. Fear and hurt.

      “Please, Miss Ravensburgh, self-preservation must come first.”

      The truth of her words coated her mouth. “I will say nothing, you can take my word on that.”

      “Thank you.”

      “One more thing, if you will answer me true?”

      “I will.”

      “Have you been healing the captain?”

      “I don’t really heal her much, but I can soothe away a little of the pain every time I check her bandages. It seems to help. She heals fast on her own, I just offer a little assistance.”

      “Right. That would be why you look so exhausted. Do you take her pain to yourself too?”

      Evie tried to smile. “I do what I can.”

      “Then now it is your turn to rest.”

      “Yes, Miss Ravensburgh. Lucinda. I will see you at the same time tomorrow.”
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      Magda moved to the front of the flight deck and stood only inches from the windows. Sometimes, when she stood so close to the viewing panes, she could almost imagine she could fly. The thought of flying away pleased her. To be free in the air, alone. Did she really want to be alone? Her answer came to her mind almost as soon as she thought about it. No.

      She turned around, her hands clasped behind her back. When she stood like this, her ribs didn’t seem to hurt so much.

      “What are your orders Captain?” Koryk asked.

      “It is time for a flyover of Ka’lavin Bay and the ground near the landing area. Isgul, look at a course and turn us about.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Isgul said.

      “Matilda, what’s the weather like?”

      “It’s the east end of the Mid-sea, close to Rabia, it’s hot and dry. Same as it always is,” Matilda answered.

      “Winds, Matilda, I need to know about winds,” Magda pressed.

      “Nothing extreme, but the coastal regions are pretty breezy anyway,” Matilda added.

      “More than usual?”

      Matilda shook her head.

      “Good,” Magda answered. “Reduce altitude.”

      She turned to Jyg and Jayg and they nodded.

      Koryk stared at the dials on the flight console. “Reducing altitude,” he confirmed.

      “Isgul, define the approach course for the pilot,” Magda said.

      “Aye, Captain, we are at a thousand feet and coming about.”

      The ship rocked as the winds hit them side on. “Matilda, I thought we didn’t have an issue with wind,” Magda said.

      “Just a bit of turbulence, as I said. It's normal,” she replied.

      “Approaching Ka’lavin Bay,” said Isgul.

      “Reduce speed by one third,” Magda said. She could see the features of Ka’lavin Bay in the distance, and they looked as inhospitable as ever, which is what made the place such a good emergency dock. Ka’lavin didn’t look like much of a bay. Mountains lined this section of the coast, but a break in the cliffs, which looked more like a gash through the red rocks of Rabia, marked the way to an emergency safe haven. With care, they could fly the ship between the cliffs. Care and a good wind.

      “Spotters are in position,” Ascara said.

      Magda nodded. “Overfly the bay by two miles, and then all about.”

      Koryk knocked against a dial on the flight console. “Wind speed holding steady. It’s a little high for my liking.”

      “Pilot Valara, are you comfortable with conditions to dock in the bay?” Magda asked.

      “Aye, simple,” she answered.

      “Details are coming in from the spotters,” Ascara said.

      “Report,” Magda said.

      “No hostiles within range, although there is a camp to the west of the docking site. They see a Clan signaller, at least they think so. One figure, probably male, is standing waving a number of coloured flags or scarves. We are not sure what it means, but we can see no threats.”

      “Sounds like the clans to me. Let’s hope that it is,” Magda said.

      Koryk turned to the communications console. “Mr. Williams, call the landing crews to prepare at the port side jump zones.”

      “All slow over the landing zone. Drop the ropes,” Magda said.

      The ship speed dropped to little more than walking speed as their flight inched over the two peaks that denoted the two sides of the docking canyon they called Ka’lavin Bay. On one side of the canyon, the mountain appeared almost flat—the landing zone for the drop crews.

      “Team one has released the drop ropes,” Koryk said.

      “Team one, it’s a go to rappel down,” Magda said.

      She waited for confirmation of landing.

      “Team one is down,” Koryk said.

      “Send team two. They are a go,” Magda said.

      “Team two engaged,” Mr. Williams confirmed.

      They waited a few moments more. “Incoming message,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Yes?” Magda asked.

      “Team one has uncovered the docking clamps from the ledges in the canyon.” He waited a moment more. “And team two has the others.”

      “Excellent. All ahead one quarter, then a wide turn to bring us around to dock,” Magda ordered.

      “Course laid in,” said Isgul. “Recommend adjust approach by two degrees to port. I think there has been a rockfall in the canyon.”

      “Pilot, make it so,” Magda said. “Ascara, are the spotters up? I want to know about the rockfall.”

      Ascara leaned over Mr. Williams’ shoulder and grabbed a headset and mouthpiece.

      “Part of the mountain has sheared off. The good news is that the width of the bay has increased,” she said.

      “But the bad news is that we have lost accessible height?” Magda asked.

      “It seems so,” Ascara replied.

      “Will we still fit?” Magda asked.

      “Aye,” said Isgul. “Mighty Blue Valara can fly this any place.”

      Valara snorted at her seat. “Aye!”

      “Isgul, plot the approach into the bay,” Magda said.

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Take us in, Valara. All ahead slow,” Magda said. “Ready to add extended rubber fenders, just in case the canyon is a little tight and the winds come up.”

      The sounds of machinery unlocking the fenders ground through the ship. They would be less aerodynamic now, but they would adjust as long as nothing unexpected happened.

      “The fenders are locked in place,” Koryk said.

      “Release the tether lines,” Magda said.

      “Tethers released and clamps activated,” Koryk said.

      “Then let’s get docked,” she said. “Keep us hot. I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk replied.

      “Ascara, you’re with me. Let’s go and welcome those waiting and hope that we don’t have to wait too long.”

      “And we should be ready in case there are any surprises,” Ascara added.

      “That, I leave to you,” Magda said. She turned on her heel and tried not to grimace as her ribs ground together. She strode off the flight deck, her teeth clenched against the pain. They made it to the internal doors at the embarkation ramp. With some relief, she leaned against the wall.

      “Are you all right?” Ascara asked.

      “Sore,” Magda admitted. “I found myself so wrapped up with the need to get the ship into the bay that I forgot the pain.”

      “And now it is back with a vengeance?”

      “Yes.”

      “Shall I get the nurse to get you some pain relief?”

      “Ascara, I didn’t think you would rush to see Nurse Chester.”

      Ascara chuckled. “There are others, you know.”

      “I’ll be fine,” Magda said.

      “Not sure you will. I could get Lucinda to make sure you slow down and take more care.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind. When we’re back in the air, I’ll take more rest time. How does that sound?”

      “Perfect,” Ascara said.

      Magda turned as two dozen soldiers marched down the hall.

      “Ahh, I wondered where they were,” Magda said.

      “Do you think I would let you take any risks?” Ascara asked.

      Magda smiled. “Of course not.”

      The external locks released with a loud thunk, and two soldiers rushed to unlock the inner doors.

      The ramps extended with a whine and when finished, marked the end of their movement with a dull thud.

      “Ready?” Magda asked.

      “Open the outer doors,” Ascara said.

      Two soldiers rushed forwards to open the inner doors, and two others opened the outer ones. Hot air, dust, and the smell of the sea rushed into the entryway. Magda took a deep breath. It smelled of home. “Right,” she said. “Let’s go and meet our guests.”

      Outside, the wind blew in fitful gusts and the sands from the eroding mountain abraded the side of her face. The sun, almost at full strength overhead, burned her head and shoulders. She looked at the ring of guards that covered the landing site and other than her people, she saw no others.

      A soldier approached, stopped at a respectful distance, and saluted.

      “Yes, soldier?”

      “Four guards have followed the path to the campsite. There are about a dozen clan and seven diplomats.”

      “About a dozen?” she asked. The soldier opened his mouth to speak, but she waved his answer away. “Let’s go get them, and then we will know.”

      “Captain, I think you should wait here. I’ll go to the clans,” Ascara said.

      Magda nodded. She didn’t think she could manage to walk that far. In fact, even standing seemed to be an issue. She moved to the top of the boarding ramp, just so she could avoid standing in the sun, and a guard brought her a stool.

      “I don’t need a—” she started to say.

      “Chief Ascara ordered a seat for you, Captain. I would rather not disobey orders,” he said.

      “No, it’s wise not to. Thank you for the seat.”

      She must have dozed off because she awoke with a start. A guard stood to one side, his gaze respectful and focussed outside. Lucinda stood nearby, with Nurse Chester at her side.

      “You’re awake,” Nurse Chester said. “Good, let me take your pulse. You should come back to the infirmary if you are tired. I think Medic Morgan would like to check how you are healing as well.”

      “Yes, I’m awake and yes, I’m healing well enough,” Magda replied.

      She felt Lucinda’s hand on her shoulder as the nurse fiddled with her arm. As soon as Lucinda touched her, she felt much better. So much better that she smiled. “I will come to the infirmary as soon as our guests arrive,” she said.

      “That will do,” said the nurse. She looked at Lucinda and they exchanged a knowing, but unfathomable look. She would ask about that later.

      The guard clicked his heels together. “Captain, there are people approaching.”

      “Good,” Magda said. She rose from her seat, surprised a little at how much better she felt. That little nap had done her a world of good. She would have to do it again.

      The approaching assemblage consisted of two distinct groups. Twelve clan members huddled together as though they could fend off all others. She was relieved to see Caro’Nina with them and pleased to see Banu amongst the group.

      The other group consisted of the politicians and diplomats with their families. Five men, two women, and two children, maybe ten or so years old. All pale-skinned, and none of them dressed for the desert. Ascara stood with them. She waved her hands about as though in a heavy discussion with two of the men.

      Magda straightened her uniform jacket, set her cap on her head, and pulled back her shoulders. “Time to greet the guests, I think,” she said. She held out her arm. “Will you join me, Lucinda?”

      “Let’s go fetch the politicians,” Lucinda said.

      “You can tell?”

      “They are about as comfortable here as a fish in the sand,” she said.

      Magda laughed as they came out of the shadows and into the sun. Banu strode in their direction, his arms open. “Captain. Gifted.” Close to them, he bowed. “Blessed are we to meet once more,” he said. He fell to his knees. “Bless me, Gifted One. This is the most joyous of days.”

      “Banu, rise up. You have no need for this,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Banu, please stand,” Lucinda urged.

      “As you wish,” he replied.

      Magda bowed when he rose to his feet. “It is good to see you, although these times are troubled.”

      “Indeed, I am glad to—”

      “Ahh, you must be the Captain of this fine vessel,” interrupted a rotund gentleman. He wore clothing most unsuited to the desert, and by the colour of his red cheeks, he suffered for it.

      “Excuse me, Banu, but we should talk later. I would share a tea with you if you would be amenable,” Magda said. Banu nodded and stepped backwards. The man, whoever he was, waved his hands as though he expected her to drop everything to attend to his needs. He did not notice, or thank, Banu for his politeness.

      “Of course, Captain,” Banu said, then he switched to Gyptan, street Gyptan. “Do as you will with the pale one. We will wait our turn as always we must, even on our own soil.”

      “No, you must not wait on anyone. It is unjust,” she replied in Gyptan.

      “Needs must. Me and mine will consider the wait for your attention a greatness of anticipation.”

      “The wait makes the pleasure more,” she said.

      “Then we must share tea when your duty is done,” he said.

      Magda laughed and bowed to Banu. “Of course,” she said, but in Anglish.

      She turned her attention to the diplomat in front of her. “I am Captain Stoner of the airship Verity. And this is the Lady Lucinda Ravensburgh.”

      “You’re the Witch?”

      Magda could feel Lucinda’s fingers tighten around her arm. “Yes,” Lucinda answered.

      “I have heard much. Did you really try to kill Prince Ruth?” he asked.

      “Did I what?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda stepped forward as though she must stand between this man and Lucinda. “No, she did not. However, she did stop him from releasing corrupt souls to ravage all of the foreigners on Rabian soil. He planned to suck out your soul through your eyes and feed it to the Rabian dead,” Magda said. “And then he intended to feed your body and those of your kin to the animals so that they would be fat for slaughter.”

      He visibly blanched.

      “You can thank the Lady Ravensburgh later when she has her gloves on and you will not contaminate her delicate skin with your unclean hands.”

      “Captain—” Lucinda started.

      Magda waved Lucinda’s words off. “Now then, sir, I understand you need transport. Commander Morales of the Order has called upon me to assist in your departure from this place,” Magda said.

      He wiped the sweat from his brow. “Yes, we have had a most trying time, my wife and I. And when the trains were not available, not a one offered a sedyan for this most odious trip.”

      “I see. And you are?”

      “Montague Willoughby-Smyth, Major, King’s Regiment, retired. Now the King's Ambassador for the East Trading Company.” He held out his hand, but Magda did not take it.

      “You should have adopted desert clothing. It would have been more suitable in the desert,” she said.

      “Good grief, no. I would prefer to be more properly attired at all times,” he said.

      “That is your prerogative, Major Willoughby-Smyth, but in the desert, djabas and abaiya’s with pa’las or fa’las would be considered proper attire.”

      “It is often better to be cool and live, rather than Anglish and dead,” Lucinda said. “Trust me, I have been through the desert. The sun fair near boiled my skin off.”

      “Goodness me,” he said.

      “Major Willoughby-Smyth,” said Magda, “perhaps you should be the one to introduce those you have with you. Then we can get everyone aboard whilst we sort out the accommodations and so on.”

      “Accommodations should be simple enough. I assume we would be in the finest berth, a good suite would be sufficient,” he said.

      Magda ground her teeth. “Major, this is not a passenger liner, nor is she a pleasure cruiser. This is a working ship that is used for cargo and troop transport. We have quite a few soldiers on board at this moment, so space is at a premium. We will do what we can.” Before he could say any more, she led Lucinda towards the rest of the people.

      She coughed into her hand to clear her throat, and to draw attention to herself. Ascara strode to her side. “Good day to you all. My name is Captain Stoner. This is Lucinda Ravensburgh to my left, and to my right is Ascara, my Chief of Security. If you are aware of any details which might affect security, please inform either Ascara or myself as soon as you can.” She watched people nod. She saw Banu speaking to his people, and knew he translated her words for them.

      “I know this has been a trying time. But we are here now, and we must move on. Under more normal circumstances, I would welcome you as individuals, but we need to get aboard as fast as we can. This is not a good place to dock, so we would appreciate a rapid evacuation of the site. Thank you for your patience.” She walked back to the embarkation ramp with Lucinda on one arm. Ascara strode beside her as she scanned the landscape around them. “I hope this is all there is,” Magda muttered.

      “Me too,” Ascara said. “I’m scared that if I look at the mountainside, a whole hoard of important people are going to need transport.”

      “Say no more,” Magda advised.

      As she approached the embarkation ramp, she heard a shuffling behind her. She turned around to see Willoughby-Smyth with a small woman who might, at that very instance, be sucking on an unripe lemon. A young boy, perhaps ten or eleven years old, stood at his mother’s side. He looked exactly like his father, but shorter and with more hair. “Captain, let me introduce you to my wife, Clarissa, and my son, Bertram.”

      Magda snapped her heels together. “Ma’am,” she said. “Young man.”

      “This is Jacob Barret—”

      “Envoy to the Order, yes. We have spoken,” Magda said.

      “Thank you, Captain, for coming to our aid. Permission to come aboard.”

      Magda smiled. “Of course, Mr. Barret. Please make your way inside.”

      “This is Simon Bonvillay, Iberican Consul, and his wife, Katarina, with their son, Vilhum.”

      Magda nodded. “Welcome aboard, Mr. Bonvillay. Mrs. Bonvillay.”

      “We also have Adam Phelps, Ama’Rican Ambassador.”

      “Ambassador, welcome aboard,” Magda said. “Which city do you represent?”

      “All of them,” he answered.

      All of them? That was news to Magda. The last time she had looked, there had been no unity of the city-states. None at all.

      “Finally, Martin MacAllen of the North Angle traders.”

      “Welcome aboard. Please, come inside and make your way to the passenger lounge,” Magda said. This time she hoped they would listen.

      “Follow me,” Ascara said. “Let me show you the way.”

      “Excellent,” said Willoughby-Smyth. “We have left our luggage down there.” He waved from the side of the mountain. “Somewhere.”

      Magda felt her temper start to fray.

      Lucinda touched her arm. “Breathe. And don’t let Ascara see your anger.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said. She turned her attention to Banu and smiled. “Sorry to make you wait,” she said in Street Gyptan.

      Banu waved his hand about. “Your patience is a blessing from all the gods,” he replied in kind. “For a moment, I considered that we could be overheard, but I saw no sign of understanding.”

      “Neither did I,” Magda said.

      “We assisted with their things,” he said.

      “They made you carry their things? Really?”

      Banu smiled. “Captain. We had young people with horses to help carry us, them, and their things.”

      She could feel the anger in her gut. It burned her.

      “Magda, please,” Lucinda said.

      Before she could respond, Ascara raced to her side. “Captain? Magda?” She held her hand on her sword hilt. “What’s wrong?”

      “Calm down, the two of you,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara released her sword and reached for Magda’s hand. As they touched, the three became one. Magda could feel the anger stretch between them. She expected Ascara to react, but she didn’t. Instead, she could sense only strength, the strength that she should have had for herself. If only they could speak without others hearing them. Lucinda patted her hand. “Better?”

      “Yes, thank you,” she replied. “Banu, thank you for extending such kindness to our most privileged guests.”

      “Yes, yes, it is as it has always been. Might we come aboard?” Banu asked in Anglish.

      “Of course, please, come with me. It will be a little unsettled for a while. I am sorry if it is unpleasant.”

      “This is a marvellous thing, Captain. We will ride in the air, like gods over the sea. We will see wondrous things, and even if we stand all the way from here to there, we will consider ourselves blessed.”

      Magda smiled. “You won’t have to stand. I will do what I can to ease your discomforts. Although for a little while, when we lift off, you might enjoy a view and a cup of pink tea.”

      “Tanike Pink?” he asked. His voice hopeful.

      She nodded and addressed all of the clan-folk. “If you would all join me for a glass of Pink, I think we all might enjoy the view from the observation deck as we turn to the sea and start our journey across the ocean.”

      Banu turned to his clansmen and women. Magda noted now they were close, and he spoke to them in Gyptan. Lots of smiles followed, and for a moment she almost forgot the fact that they had to carry ambassadors and envoys about. “Let’s get on the ship,” she said. “We must be away.”
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      Ka’Lavin Bay was not the best place to dock a ship the size of Verity, and in such circumstances, Magda would have preferred to be on the flight deck taking care of her ship. She had every faith in her crew though, and she knew they would take the utmost care with the ship. Matters of diplomacy trumped all else and she knew her crew did not care too much for diplomacy. Not with the Port Ruth diplomats. More’s the pity.

      She turned her attention to the chaos in the passenger lounge. The envoys and ambassadors spread out their possessions as though they owned the place. Houseboys and girls ran about as though driven by the energy of the truly demented. In opposition, the clan-folk huddled in the corner as though they stood on the very precipice of hell. Ascara and Caro’Nina stood with them, but even so, the clan members did not look at all comfortable. She didn’t think they would settle any time soon, either.

      She sighed.

      “Can’t we just throw the diplomats over the side when we are under the cover of the clouds?” Lucinda asked.

      “I could wish,” Magda muttered. She nodded to a service boy at the rear of the cabin and he saluted in return. Not more than a minute later, a long line of service staff marched through the doorway to the galley. Each one bore a tray of simple foods and cups of tea. They served the ambassadors first and those deemed more important, of course, as protocol dictated. Her staff were correct and well trained, although, to her mind, the clan-folk were as important as any of the other guests.

      One of the crew took a small table and two cushions through to the observation deck. Another carried a tray of glasses, one of which contained sliced lemon, a small sample of liquid honey, and a clear glass jug with a long-handled metal spoon. A third one brought through a mahogany box and placed that on the table outside. The final one brought cushions and a silk sheet.

      “Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda tucked Lucinda’s arm around her own. “Come outside, we can watch as we lift out of the bay.”

      “What about our guests?”

      Magda shrugged. “They are too busy being important to bother us for the moment.”

      “I do not think your guests are happy to be here,” Lucinda said.

      “No, they’re not. Under normal circumstances, they would travel, I suppose, by luxury dirigible designed for pernickety passengers. They will manage, it is just for a few days. We will travel to East-Angle with all speed and then we’ll leave the moment our passengers disembark. I have no wish to be around them for any longer than necessary.”

      “We’ll just have to put up with it until then,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, Lucinda, we will. Needs must. Now, will you join us all for dinner later? I would ask all of the section chiefs, make it a formal affair, but if I did they might refuse to fly my ship.”

      Lucinda chuckled. “Can’t have that.” She shook her head. “One of them, I think it was Simon Bonvillay, the stringy one with the curly moustache?”

      “That’s the one.”

      “He asked me if I was the Truth Sayer Witch.”

      “What did you say?” Magda asked.

      “I said yes, and if he gave me something dear to him then I would be able to tell him how many days he had left on this world.”

      Magda laughed. “You are both cruel and evil, my lady Raven.”

      “Don’t you like it?”

      “Lucinda, you can be whoever you want to be, and I will always appreciate you for who you are. Even if you threaten to suck my soul out of my eyeballs, or pronounce my imminent death.”

      “Good, but you are aware that I can’t do any of those things.”

      Magda shrugged. “They don’t know that. It’s a better threat than throwing them overboard.”

      “Magda Stoner, you are evil too. I think I’m rubbing off on you.”

      “Yes. Appears so.” At the door outside, Magda gestured towards Ascara and Banu.

      “Captain,” Banu said. He bowed, low and with respect. Then he sank to his knees. “Gifted.”

      “Oh please, don’t do that,” Lucinda said. “Stand up.”

      Banu stood up and grinned. “I am so happy to see you both.”

      Magda bowed. “I am pleased to see you also. I am sorry your journey with the others was not a pleasant one.”

      “It wasn’t,” he agreed. “Yet someone had to make sure they did not kill themselves with stupidity. I am blessed, by all the gods both living and dead, to be of some assistance to those who cannot care for themselves.”

      “You are a good man, Banu, and I am happy to see you here,” Lucinda said.

      “I am too,” Magda added. “We will have a formal dinner this evening, and I would be honoured if you would grace our table.”

      He bowed. “I am no Lino for fine dining with such important people, Captain.”

      “You and yours are always welcome at my table, Banu,” Magda replied.

      “You do me great honour, but there are those with me whose honour stands heads and shoulders above mine.”

      “That I find hard to believe, Banu, but I would love to meet all of your people, whatever their station. They are more than welcome on my ship.”

      He nodded. “This is a great kindness you speak.”

      “I would like to meet everyone. I have not been able to say even the smallest of greetings to anyone.”

      “Our family, the family of the clan, is a complex beast, Captain, and they understand how life can be less than perfect. In this, they are content to wait their turn and their place.” He turned to Lucinda. “And they would be honoured indeed to meet a Gifted One, especially the one they call the Raven.”

      Lucinda reached out and touched Banu’s arm. “You make me sound as though I am more than I am, Banu.”

      “Never. You have, and always will, exceed even the finest of words,” he replied. He grinned though.

      “Look, Banu, if you bring the clans members outside onto the observations deck, we can greet with tea, and watch as we depart this place.”

      “Tea?” he asked. And in one word, he conveyed such hope and anticipation, Magda almost laughed.

      She leaned forward and whispered. “Tanike Pink suit you?”

      “Oh, most joyous of joyous days,” he said.

      “Bring everyone through and I will make them tea, spiced.” As she spoke, two service crew carried an urn of hot water through to the deck.

      “You will make this for us?” he asked.

      “It is the way,” she answered.

      “And it will be so, a blessed day,” he said.

      She escorted Lucinda outside and into the shade granted by the covering of the triple hulled balloon above them. She let go of Lucinda. “Excuse me, I must make the tea.” She sat on one cushion, her long legs crossed before her, the table with the glasses to her right-hand side, the urn to the left. She settled the jug on the deck in front of her knees and placed the mahogany box on her lap.

      “What are you doing?” Lucinda asked.

      “I am making tea the right way for guests,” she answered. “Ritual, I suppose. It is about showing respect.”

      Magda opened the wooden box, and inside there were five compartments, one in each corner and one in the middle. Each one topped with a silver lid. There were a few smaller sections, filled with bottles or containers. Attached to the box lid lay five small spoons and a small spice grater.

      “Now I will make the tea as it should be made,” Magda said.

      “That’s all tea?” Lucinda asked.

      “Teas are in the silver-topped caddies, and spices elsewhere,” she replied.

      The clan-folk came outside to stand around the observation deck as she prepared the infusion.

      She unscrewed the lid from the central compartment, measured out the finely grated plant inside and added this to the jug. She then unwrapped and grated cinnamon and cloves, and added that.

      From the other compartments, she added a pinch of different herbs. Sage, several tea buds, honey, and a slice of lemon that had been placed in one of the glasses. She mixed the lot in the jug with hot water she ladled from the urn.

      “Blessed is the tea, for this is the gift of our Mother,” she said in Gyptan.

      “Blessed are we for this gift,” replied the clan members.

      She stirred the tea with the ladle.

      “Blessed are we who drink the tea, and accept the gift from our Mother,” she said.

      “Blessed are we for the gift when given,” they repeated.

      Magda watched the leaves dance inside the jug.

      “Blessed are we to share this bounty. Blessed am I to welcome new friends and old friends to my house,” she said.

      “Blessed are we for friendship offered and accepted,” they said.

      Magda ladled the brew into the glasses. She picked up one glass and everyone looked towards Lucinda. “Lucinda, this is for you,” she said in Anglish.

      “A blessing from our Mother to those who carry her Gifts,” Banu said in Gyptan, and then he repeated in Anglish. “It is she who must be served first.”

      One by one, the clansmen knelt down around Magda, and they removed their headscarves so that she could see their face. Banu introduced them as they knelt. It would take a while to recall them all.

      “Of Clan Afori, we have the tribes of Hayhud, Fayhan, and Safaan,” he said.

      Magda bowed as each Lino and Lina sat before her. Dressed as she would expect for the desert, only the decoration of the robes differed.

      “Of Clan Maasani, we have the tribes Korroft and Babbabi,” Bahu said.

      The representatives of these tribes were different from Clan Afori. They had darker skin, much darker. They also wore bright clothing with beads and bangles hanging from each arm and long decorative beadwork around the neck. Magda inclined her head.

      “I am Lina’Babbabi,” said one, in Trade Tongue. “Thank you for your gifts.”

      Surprised, Magda sat upright. “You speak the Trade tongue.”

      Lina’Babbabi laughed. A deep and throaty chuckle so filled with humour that Magda couldn’t stop a grin forming on her own lips. “We trade with the world and do not speak those funny Gyptan words. They stick in the throat.”

      “I will try to remember this,” Magda said.

      Two people remained, both heavily covered in scarves that left little of their face to be seen.

      “This is the un-named priest, the voice of remembrance,” Banu said.

      The priest knelt and unwrapped most of his headscarf. “I am to remind all I meet of the lost tribe, the people of Paswa’alein, the never forgotten tribe,” he said in Gyptan.

      “The Boy’s tribe?” Magda asked.

      Banu nodded.

      “Then we offer tea to those lost.”

      The priest nodded. “We are blessed by the honour you do us all.”

      There remained only one more, but Banu did not introduce this one. From the stoop of his shoulders to the edge of the robe that did not quite reach his ankles, he looked familiar to her. He unwrapped his headscarf but didn’t kneel. “I’m glad you make the tea the way I showed you, Mag,” he said in Gyptan.

      “Hamra’an!” She put her tea box to the side and jumped to her feet. “Hamra’an, I am so pleased to see you.”

      “I am proud of you, my Master of Sea and Stones. This is a big ship you sail. You have come a long way since I fished you out of the ocean,” he said in Gyptan. “Not bad for the son of a fisherman, Mag.”

      She laughed. “I have done well and sailed through many adventures. I never thought I would see you again.”

      “I am too tough and wily.” He held out his arms. “And you are never too big for a hug.”

      Magda embraced him. “It has been too many years since we could speak freely.”

      He nodded. “A lifetime. Did I do wrong to take you to the temples, Mag?”

      “No, you did what was best,” she said.

      Magda turned to Lucinda and she had to think about the words she needed in Anglish. “Lucinda, this is the man who raised me.”

      Lucinda looked blank. “I thought he was a servant of the palace.”

      “He was. It was a necessity,” Magda said.

      “Sometimes, when you deal with Prince Ruth, it is not always good to be honest,” Banu said.

      Magda turned to Hamra’an. “I am so pleased that you are with us.”

      “As am I,” he said. He pointed to the bruises on her chin and face. “You have been fighting again.”

      “A scuffle. Don’t worry.”

      “I have always worried about you.”

      Magda smiled. “I should have named you my father,” she said.

      “And then we would both be dead,” he answered. “It has been better this way. Now we have freedom. And I am proud of you.”

      “Even though I am not the son you thought?”

      “I always knew, Mag, but you thought it necessary and, in the end, you were probably right.”

      “You knew?”

      “Yes. And I have been proud of you every day no matter what,” he said.

      “Thank you.” She pulled back her shoulders. Nothing more needed to be said. Instead, she turned her attention to her guests. “Thank you,” she said once in Anglish, then Gyptan, and finally Trade tongue. “You are all welcome on my ship. We should enjoy these early moments of the flight and see the land as it rushes by. It is an amazing thing. Please enjoy.”
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      Ascara stood in the middle of the flight deck and stared forward through the observation windows into the clear sky before them. The flight deck seemed to be the quietest place on the ship these days, and she was grateful that Magda was the one who had to deal with the demanding and often ungrateful people they had taken from Ka’lavin Bay.

      They’d been in the air for a day. Just one day and half, and the crew wanted to throw the ambassador and his ilk over the side. Heck, she’d do it herself just for the aggravation they caused.

      “Koryk, can’t we get this thing to fly any faster?”

      “Leave the flying to me,” he replied.

      “If we leave it too long, I think the captain might well keel haul them all.”

      “That would be a good thing,” Matilda added to the conversation.

      “I am not sure a court martial would be good for the captain,” Ascara said.

      “I will testify that they tripped and fell,” Matilda said.

      “Seconded,” Valara said.

      “Right, all of them tripped and fell from twenty thousand feet. One after the other,” Ascara said.

      “Well, bloody diplomats never listen,” Matilda said.

      “I knew there was a reason I loved you so much,” Ascara said.

      “Officer Ascara,” Koryk said, “I think you better go and be a diplomat to the clan-folk. That might cool your mood.”

      Ascara laughed. “The clan certainly care little for the diplomats, but they do not let it bother them at all.” It was true. If the people she had met were true representatives of all the clans, then they were much like those from home. Quiet and unobtrusive, they would watch first and react only after thought. She’d expected as much, but without first-hand knowledge, she could only presume.

      “If only all our passengers were as they were,” Koryk said. “It would make life far easier for all of the crew. Especially the house boys and girls, they should not be treated as they have been.”

      “Agreed,” Ascara said. “And now the diplomats are feeling a little jealous of those who seem to receive more attention.”

      “Or the diplomats think only they should be getting attention at all?” Koryk asked.

      “Not for much longer. The sooner we can get to East Angle, the sooner we can pass the diplomats on to someone else,” she said.

      “Officer Ascara,” Mr. Williams said, “incoming contact from Verity Field.”

      She strode over to the communications console and used the spare earpiece and mouthpiece. She waited for the sounds in her ear to tell her she had been connected. Then she spoke. “Verity Field, this is the airship Verity, Officer Ascara speaking. How might I assist?”

      A loud hissing filled her ear. “Officer Ascara. Commander Morales needs to speak with Captain Stoner.”

      “She is in a delicate position at the moment, dealing with the envoys and the ambassador at this time,” she said.

      “This is urgent. Please fetch the captain and I’ll connect.”

      Ascara shrugged and left the communication pieces to Mr. Williams. “Sounds important. I’m sure the captain will like the distraction,” Ascara said.

      She found Magda in the passenger lounge. Her back stiff, her hands clasped behind her back as she tried to tell Willoughby-Smyth why they couldn’t let their son play in the armoury. It didn’t help that Simon Bonvillay and his son were a part of the problem. Magda looked ready to tear her hair out.

      Ascara strode up to them and saluted. “Excuse me.” She turned away from them to make their dismissal more obvious. “Captain, your presence is required on the flight deck. There is a matter which requires your urgent attention.”

      For a moment, Magda looked relieved, and then she schooled her face to appear bland and controlled. “Excuse me, Ambassador. I must attend to this.”

      “Well—” he blustered.

      “Please ensure that no one wanders around restricted areas. Guards have been instructed to shoot first and ask questions later. Given events in Port Ruth, I think this is quite reasonable, don’t you?” Magda didn’t wait for the Ambassador’s bluster, she turned away and strode in the direction of the flight deck.

      “What’s the problem, Ascara?”

      “Mr. Williams received word from Verity Field, the Commander wishes to speak with you. The matter is urgent, and he will speak with no one else.”

      “Urgent? Urgent is always a concern, especially as he did not suggest a message,” Magda said.

      “Yes,” Ascara agreed.

      

      As they approached stairs down to the flight deck, Magda quickened her pace and raced down the stairs. She stopped halfway down and held her side for a moment. The pain near ripped her side apart. Ascara stood by her side and said nothing. She was thankful for that. It at least left some of her pride intact.

      She straightened herself out, pulled her shoulders back, and waited for the pain to subside. The rest of the steps down she took in a slower, more controlled fashion.

      “Captain,” Koryk said as they stepped onto the flight deck.

      “I understand I am needed for a message?”

      Mr. Williams handed her the earpiece and the mouthpiece. “I’ll put you through,” he said. “Go ahead.”

      “Verity Field, this is Captain Stoner of the airship Verity,” she said.

      “We should call ourselves Truth One when Lucinda is on board,” Ascara said.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      “Truth One. Our call sign,” Ascara added.

      Magda chuckled. “Verity Field, this is Truth One, please respond.”

      “Who is this Truth One?” the operator asked.

      “Verity Field, this is Captain Stoner of the Airship Verity. We have adopted the call sign Truth One. Or we could go for Raven One?” Magda asked. A burst of static filled the earpiece so loudly that everyone close by could hear.

      “Captain Stoner, this is Commander Morales. Stop acting the fool.”

      “Of course, Commander,” Magda said.

      “I have your passenger manifest here, Captain,” he said, “but I no longer wish you to go to the Angles.”

      “But, sir—”

      “No buts, Captain. It is vital that the passengers are brought straight to Verity Field, for... for debriefing.”

      Magda didn’t respond for a moment. “This is irregular,” she said.

      “Nonetheless, you will do as you are ordered,” he said.

      “As you wish, Commander, and my orders are?” Magda asked.

      “Your orders are to fly direct to home base at your earliest. Top speed, to match the urgency of the matter.”

      “Might I inquire as to the nature of the emergency?”

      “No, Captain, you may not.”

      “Aye, aye, Commander,” Magda said. She clicked her heels, although it would be unlikely that he would know or hear that she did.

      “Commander Morales, out,” he said.

      Magda walked to the observation windows and stared out. “Now that’s a surprise.”

      “Captain?” Ascara asked.

      “What on earth does the commander want with these people?” she asked.

      “I have no idea,” Ascara answered.

      “Me neither, and that bothers me,” she said.

      Ascara moved to Magda’s side. “Ignore it. There is no use fretting about things you cannot influence. The reason will become apparent at some point.”

      “Wise words. You’ve been spending too much time with Lucinda,” Magda said.

      “She’s busy talking to the Clans. She loves talking to your father.”

      “I know,” Magda said.

      “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “It was too difficult. When I showed my gift, I had to be taken to the Prince, as law dictated.”

      “But you were in Gypta, and he is only the prince in Rabia.”

      “Do you think that the minor issue of a border would ever be of consequence to Mogharan?” Magda asked.

      “Probably not.”

      “And once we had to go to the city, Hamra’an said it would be better for me if I had no family. The family of the Gifted tend to end up dead, and he rather liked living. His work was not yet finished. To save us all, he suggested that I should be the foundling son of a dead fisherman. The prince accepted this, and as a reward for Hamra’an’s diligence, he was given a servant job in the palace. We think the prince wished to keep an eye on both of us.”

      “All these years, Magda.”

      “Yes, all those years we were forced to act like strangers,” she said. “It was a very messed up place.”

      “It still is,” Ascara said.

      Magda nodded. “Worse is to come.”

      “There is?”

      “Shall I tell our esteemed guests how they are not going to go to East Angle, or will you?”

      “You’re the captain,” Ascara said.

      Magda snorted. “I thought you might say that.”

      “Responsibility and position, Captain. It is all yours.”

      Magda turned towards the blind navigator. “Isgul. Plan a course to go home, to Verity Field.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. “I have a course.”

      “Valara, fly us home,” Magda said. “Either that or you could stride through the passenger lounge. Let’s see what they make of your blue skin,” Magda said.

      “Captain?” Valara asked.

      Magda shook her head. “Fly the ship. I’m just musing over ways to irritate the passengers.”

      “Aye,” Valara said.

      “And please, fast as we can. Full speed all the way,” the captain said.

      “What are the odds that they will insist on formal dinners every night? At the captain’s table?” Ascara asked.

      Magda groaned. “Please, no. There are enough horrors ahead without thinking of that.”

      

      Magda waited until just before dinnertime to tell her guests that they were not going back to the Angles, not yet. Bonvillay, the Iberican consul, and Willoughby-Smyth were the most upset at the change to their plans and sipped at their North Angle whisky with increasing enthusiasm.

      “Captain, this is most irregular,” said Willoughby-Smyth.

      “Yes, it is,” she agreed.

      “Then take us to East Angle as agreed,” he said.

      She ignored the fact that she hadn’t really agreed to take anyone anywhere specific. She had said she would do it safely. East Angle had been the practical choice, but things had changed. “This I cannot do. I have received a direct order and I cannot disobey,” she said.

      “Captain, I must object to this,” said Willoughby-Smyth. “I feel like a hostage!”

      “I’m sorry, but our return is of some urgency, and no deviations are permitted,” she said.

      “This is absurd,” he said. “I need to go back to the Angles.”

      Magda stiffened. “You were all at Port Ruth. When did you expect to return home?” she asked. They answered in lowered voices, but she heard them. “A few weeks, did I hear? In that case, then, a detour to Ama’Rica will be of no consequence.” She rose to her feet. “The matter is settled, ladies and gentlemen. I am sorry that it is not convenient for you, but this is how it will be. We will travel at maximum speed so as to minimise the disruption to your lives. But we are going to Ama’Rica.”

      She turned to the area where the clans sat, quiet and circumspect. She saw Lucinda, no longer dressed in formal wear, but in her own abaya and talking with the representative of the Babbabi tribe. She watched as they smiled at each other. A lot. Magda wasn’t sure if she liked it. She liked it even less when Lucinda blushed every time Lina’Babbabi touched Lucinda’s hand.

      Ascara moved so close to her side that they brushed shoulders. “Can you see that?” Magda said.

      “Yes,” Ascara replied.

      Magda didn’t need to say more; their emotions meshed when it came to Lucinda.

      Lina’Babbabi took a single bangle from her wrist and slipped it over Lucinda’s hand. “No!” Magda yelled.  She raced across the passenger lounge with Ascara at her side. They were too late. As they reached Lucinda, her eyes turned to grey orbs for a moment and then her eyes turned the colour of tar. Lucinda stiffened, her back arched and she fell backwards.

      “Bugger,” Magda said.

      “Fuck,” Ascara clarified.

      As Lucinda fell back, Lina’Babbabi drew her towards her. She held her close and began to speak in a language Magda didn’t recognise. The words rose and fell, punctuated by sounds that no normal voice had any right to make.

      “Let go of her!” Ascara bellowed. “What the hell are you doing?”

      “I help,” Lina’Babbabi said in Trade Tongue. “I help.”

      Magda took a moment to rein in her fear and Ascara’s anger. “Lina’Babbabi, what have you done?” she asked in Trade Tongue. “This is not a good thing.”

      Hamra’an rose to his feet and moved in front of her. “Daughter,” he said in Gyptan, “calm yourself and your officer. Anger is not needed here.”

      She drew her shoulders back. “What?”

      “This is agreed,” he replied.

      “Why? She is not prepared for this,” Magda said.

      “Look then, and be certain, but she is willing for this.”

      Ascara already kneeled at Lucinda’s side. “She wears a bite bar, Magda. She wouldn’t do this if she had not agreed.”

      “Right, but what the hell is going on?” Magda asked.

      “Steady, Captain,” Lina’Babbabi said in Trade tongue. “This is as we planned.” Then she placed another bangle around Lucinda’s wrist. “We agreed.”

      Magda stood with her hands on her hips. “Will someone explain? Now, please.”

      Banu bowed. “Captain, please, this is as we were asked to do by the Gifted herself.”

      “I don’t understand, why?” Magda said.

      “Captain. Magda,” Ascara said. “We are called.”

      “What?”

      Ascara held out her hand. “We need to be one.”

      She knelt beside Lucinda and Ascara gripped her hand.

      “Now we must join with Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      “Are you sure?” Magda asked.

      “No,” she said. She slapped her free hand against her chest. “But I feel her here.”

      Magda thought it through for a moment. “Good enough,” Magda said, and she reached out to take Lucinda’s hand. She felt her chest constrict with ice, and she wanted to scream out. Power filled her. Not her power; instead, she found herself warmed by the heat of a flameless fire and surrounded by soft black feathers.

      They were one.
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      Grey surrounded Lucinda. It looked like thick fog; although she could not see through it, she could get no sense of solidity. She stood, if this were possible in a place that had neither form nor colour. Time, the past and the present, merged into one.

      She heard a female voice, which spoke in an unfamiliar lilting language punctuated by sounds she considered unusual for speech. Yet, in spite of this unfamiliarity, Lucinda understood what was said. “Eloshay, Eloshay,” said the female voice.

      Lucinda turned around, if turning around were possible. A woman, who looked much like Lina’Babbabi, but older, called out to her child.

      “Here is your bangle, Eloshay. We must speak to the seer and let it be yours for all days.”

      “It is very pretty, Mamama,” a child said. “Can’t I wear it now? I don’t want to wait for my name day.”

      “No, little child, it must be blessed. This is an important summer. You have five years passing.” She held up her hand and counted her fingers. “You are no longer a baby. You are a child of the tribe and must learn the ways of the clan.”

      “I know, Mamama. Thank you.”

      “And one day, you will carry all the bangles of my memories on your arms. Do not rush to carry the weight of such responsibility.”

      “I will carry it all, and be proud of it,” said the child. Her form wavered in the mist and Lucinda realised that she was losing the vision.

      A surge of power came and almost took Lucinda’s breath away. She was no longer alone. Fire and Ice stood with her now, and with their strength and their trinity, she brushed aside the mists of time.

      She saw a sun-drenched savanna, scrubland to the east and west, and a mountain range to the south. She looked to her left, and Magda smiled at her. She looked terrified, but still, she had a smile for her. At her right stood Ascara, who seemed more concerned with scanning the open lands.

      The little girl stood before them. She wore a red gown, with yellow patterns over the hems. She wore sandals on her feet and carried a long stick in her hand. She swiped the stick at the long grass. “Who are you?” the girl asked.

      “A friend from a long way away. Are you Eloshay?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes. Do you know my mamama?”

      Lucinda shook her head.

      “Why are you so pale? Are you a ghost?” Eloshay asked.

      Lucinda laughed. “Not quite. Those are very pretty bangles. Did your mamama give them to you?”

      The girl kicked at the ground as she played with the five colourful bands around her arm. “Yes.” She pointed to a blue one. “This is my favourite.”

      “Because you are no longer a baby, you are old enough to learn the ways of the tribe,” she said.

      The air seemed to shimmer. The landscape seemed drier, more arid. The girl, however, grew taller, her smile the very smile of Lina’Babbabi. She wore many bangles on her arms now and carried a baby in her arms.

      “Eloshay?” Lucinda said.

      The girl—woman—nodded. Her face serious. “Pale one, why do you travel in my spirit walks?”

      “You called me here,” Lucinda replied. “You are our guide.”

      Eloshay nodded, as though she thought little unusual of a spirit walk with strangers. “The seers have foretold this. Where must I go?”

      “To the heart of the land. I must understand the Clans of Frika,” Lucinda said.

      Eloshay took a silver bangle from her wrist and handed it to Lucinda. “The end of days,” she said. “Travel well, ghosts. Call me when you need to find your way home.”

      With that, Eloshay vanished and left Lucinda holding the bangle.

      “What now?” Magda asked.

      “I—” she started, as the landscape turned liquid and colours bled into each other. The world spun around them and gathered speed until all the hues of this world blurred together.

      When the world stopping whirling, Lucinda found her new view dominated by a river so wide she could only just see the other side. She gripped the bangle in her hand and sensed the many truths and memories stored within “This is the river Ne’alli’si, the river of life,” she said. She could see farms lining the river, and houses too. This river allowed thousands of people to live.

      “Pyramids!” Ascara yelled.

      “Yes,” Lucinda agreed. “Many of them.” They could also see huge ornate buildings, with columns painted in bright colours. “But they are gone, all gone,” Lucinda said.

      As she spoke, the land around them started to shake, then the ground undulated like the ebb and flow of the sea. The river vanished, or rather, now it stood so far away she could not see it. The desert grew and ate all the farms and houses. Above them, the sky burned red, and black clouds of ash roiled over their head.

      “The Fall,” Lucinda whispered. Twice now she had been able to see a little of the downfall.

      A woman raced up to them. Lucinda recognised her. “You should have called,” Eloshay said. “Now we must run to safety.”

      “Safety?” Lucinda said.

      “The Tower of the Earth, of course. The Ark. Come, she calls us all to safety. Run!”

      Under their feet, the ground shook even harder, until they could barely walk.

      “Run,” Eloshay urged. “Run!”

      The ground exploded. It showered them in sand and jagged shards of stone.

      Lucinda screamed as a wave of rock and soil, the size of the Raven Tower, raced across the land towards them. In the distance, the river of life detonated with a loud boom, and water spewed into the sky.

      Rocks, burning debris of the earth, rained down. Magda and Ascara threw themselves over Lucinda, even though they were too fragile to protect her from earth’s anger.

      “The earth burns!” Lucinda cried out. “Mother’s doom is upon us.” She screamed and the world went dark.

      

      Lucinda opened her eyes. Her whole body ached, her head spun, and she couldn’t move an inch. Magda and Ascara held her still, their arms around her shoulders to cradle her head between them.

      “It’s all right,” she said. Then she laughed. “Mother, what a ride that was.”

      Ascara and Magda untangled themselves and helped Lucinda to sit before they straightened their clothing.

      “What was that for?” Magda asked.

      “For greater understanding,” she replied. Pride filled her. They would go wherever she went and never complain, nor baulk at what lay ahead. Their link, too, had strengthened; not only did they follow her, but they also saw what she could see.

      “Thank you,” she said to them both.

      “We will always come to your side,” Ascara said.

      “I know.” She turned her attention to Lina’Babbabi. “Eloshay?”

      Eloshay nodded. “I am she.”

      Lucinda removed the bangles that Eloshay had placed upon her hand. “These bangles really are the story of your tribe and clan.”

      “Yes. True. This life and the life of my people,” Eloshay replied.

      “Is this a code then?” she asked.

      Eloshay shook her head. “Each one for a person, a time, or a place. When the Gifted are amongst us, the memory speakers of our clan will bring wisdom and history back to the people. All shall be remembered.”

      “You have Truth Sayers in your tribe?” Lucinda asked.

      “No, but we keep our memories alive, for those yet to come.”

      “For someone like me,” Lucinda said.

      “It may be so,” Eloshay replied.

      “There is more. You told me you walk with the spirits. Do you remember me from your spirit walks?”

      Eloshay nodded.

      “You did not say.”

      “I wasn’t sure until I saw the black eyes. If truth is said, we do not see many pale people,” Eloshay said.

      “You are Gifted then?” Lucinda asked.

      “A little. I’m not a seer or a truth seeker, but I’m a clan dreamer of small skill.”

      “There is nothing small about any skill,” Lucinda said.

      “Perhaps. I am not strong enough to be useful, really, but I can travel your dreams. And you mine.”

      “Tell me, Eloshay, what lies at the heart of Clan Maasani’s and Clan Afori’s dreams?”

      “What lies at the core of all things that live in the heat of a desert?” Eloshay asked.

      “I saw a river. I saw the river, Ne’alli’si, and I saw it destroyed,” Lucinda said.

      “Then you saw all that is important. Without the waters of life, we are doomed,” she replied.
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      Magda stood on the flight deck and stared out into the clouds.

      “Captain, we are approaching Verity Field,” Koryk said.

      “Reduce altitude,” she responded.

      “Aye.”

      “Bring us around to an approach path and contact Verity Field,” she said.

      “I have Verity Field,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Put them on the speakers,” she said.

      The speakers crackled to life. “This is Verity Field, identify yourself,” said the operator.

      “This is the airship Verity, under the command of Captain Stoner, permission to dock?” Mr. Williams said.

      “Permission granted,” the operator said. “Come on home, Verity.”

      Magda took a seat in the captain’s chair and stared forward. “Take us in, Koryk.”

      “You know, Captain, it’s good to be back,” Ascara said.

      “Agreed.”

      “It was a quiet flight, considering,” Ascara said.

      “Considering?” Magda asked.

      Ascara twiddled her thumbs. “Considering the passengers we have.”

      In the corner, Matilda laughed. “I should think so. The Ambassador and his family were terrified. After all, a loud scream can put everyone on edge.”

      “I’m not sure it was just the scream,” Koryk said. “They saw Raven eyes, and then heard her scream ‘The earth burns!’ and ‘Mother’s doom is upon us.’ No wonder they kept quiet.”

      Magda chuckled. “I’m not sure this is a recommended plan for dealing with the difficult, but I can certainly see the advantages of keeping the Raven on board for every flight.”

      “You should speak to Lucinda and see if she wants to stay with us,” Ascara said.

      “I think I will,” Magda said. “Meanwhile, Mr. Williams, ship-wide announcement if you will, please.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “Please announce that we will dock with Verity Field in approximately one hour, and to prepare for passenger disembarkation,” she said.

      A moment later, the announcement could be heard on the floors above.

      “Mr. Williams, a crew announcement; prepare and secure for docking.”

      “Aye,” he replied.

      They approached the docking tower slow and steady and, when the tethers were released, they were locked by ground crew with efficient precision. Magda felt a degree of pride, not only in her own crew, but the capabilities of the Order in general.

      “Engines down,” Koryk said. “Extend the ramp to the tower, and prepare passengers for disembarkation.”

      “Mr. Williams, inform the crew to prepare for unloading, but let’s wait until all of the passengers have disembarked,” Magda said.

      “A problem, Captain?” Koryk asked.

      “No, not really, but I wouldn’t trust a politician as far as I could spit fire,” she replied.

      “Understood,” he said.

      “The rest I leave to you, Koryk. I’ll go and assist the passengers. Show a little diplomacy or something.”

      “I’m with you, Captain,” Ascara said.

      “I can manage,” Magda said.

      “Of course, but if you start to spit fire, then I’ll have to save the passengers.”

      Magda laughed. “Well then, I’m more than happy to share the joy of the passengers,” Magda said.

      “Let’s see if we can get them to ground level without throwing them off the tower,” Ascara said.

      

      Magda waited for the doors to unlock. Ascara stood at her side, her hand on her gun, as though she expected some violent calamity to beset them. The rumble of the ramp extending vibrated through the floor. The clunk of bolts as they unlatched filled her with quiet contentment. They were home, they were done, and a little rest without responsibility seemed like a good thing.

      “Doors are unlocked. Shall I open them?” Ascara said.

      “Yes, let’s do this. The sooner we are done, the sooner we can rest,” Magda said.

      “I hear you, Captain,” Ascara said.

      Together they drew open the doors and bolted them in the open position. Just outside, at the top of the tower, stood two squads of guards. At the forefront stood Quentin and two squad sergeants. Magda saluted. “Commander.”

      Quentin smiled. Kind of. “Captain. We have an escort for your passengers.”

      “For the Clan?” she asked.

      “No, Captain. They have their own welcoming committee,” he said.

      “Come aboard, Commander,”

      “Right.” He strode across the ramp with the two sergeants. Magda didn’t recognise them, which bothered her. She thought she knew everyone.

      “This way,” she said and turned to go into the passenger lounge. Inside she saw the clan-folk in one corner. Lucinda sat with them. The others, the diplomats, had commandeered the leather seats. Willoughby-Smyth noticed the commander first.

      “Ahh, you must be the Ambassador for the East Angles,” Quentin said.

      “Yes, I am,” Willoughby-Smyth answered. “Major Montague Willoughby-Smyth, Kings’ Regiment, retired.”

      “Excellent. I am Commander Morales of the Order. Welcome to Ama’Rica.”

      “Where are we exactly?”

      “Verity Field, Major,” Morales answered.

      “Never heard of the place.”

      “Exactly,” Morales answered. “Now, please, introduce me to your companions, and then we will escort you off the ship and into a secure location, where you can relax in safety.”

      “Is there a problem here, Commander?” Willoughby-Smythe asked.

      “Here? Not at all, but your safety is my concern, and I take my concerns with utmost seriousness.”

      “Excellent,” Willoughby-Smyth said. Then proceeded to introduce the others.

      Lucinda rose from her seat with the clan and came over. “Commander,” she said.

      He smiled at her. “Lucinda, divine as always.”

      “Yes, Quentin. Shall we also disembark with you?”

      “If you don’t mind waiting here until we have the ambassadors and the envoy tucked away, that would be very helpful.”

      “Of course,” she replied.

      “We could catch up and you could bring me up to date on the events in Rabia and so on.”

      “Yes, Quentin.”

      He turned to the Ambassador. “Are you ready to reach firm ground?”

      “Indeed we are, and the boys would love to run around a little. Access has been a little restricted.”

      “Of course, my sympathies, but you have been on a warship.”

      “Warship!” Willoughby-Smyth cried out. “No one said warship.”

      Morales looked at Magda. “I described it as a military trade ship, or something similar.”

      He nodded. “The Captain is quite right. Let’s leave. I’ll get men to bring your things. This way, please.” With that, he ushered them to the door. At the threshold, he stopped. “Captain. Take a break, and be ready for debriefing tomorrow at 0900 hours.”

      “Aye, Commander,” she said.

      Then they marched out.

      As soon as they left the lounge and Magda heard their steps across the ramp, she felt such a sense of relief. All for about a minute. None of this felt quite right.

      Lucinda grabbed her hand. “Magda, can we go outside onto the observation deck, please?”

      “Of course.”

      Ascara followed them.

      “Yes, Lucinda,” Magda asked.

      “Something is not right,” she said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I can taste it,” Lucinda said.

      “Taste? Explain, please?”

      “I can't, not really. But I get this feeling he is hiding something.”

      Magda stared over the sides of the deck. She saw the grounds in great detail from this height. A crowd of clan-folk nomads settled to one side of the field. Soldiers stood everywhere else. In the distance, she could see the Raven Tower, proud against the skyline, and settled in the grounds around the tower, she could see thousands of tents. The nomad city had grown beyond what she could imagine.

      “What’s going on out there, Magda?” Ascara asked.

      “I’m not sure. There are lots of clan and rather too many soldiers on display. I hope it is made clearer after the debriefing tomorrow.”
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      Lucinda gritted her teeth as she stood inside the lifting platform. The ride to the ground was as awful as ever. The structure felt flimsy and rickety, still, and the winds buffeted the whole structure. No one else seemed to have any issue with it at all.

      Almost at the bottom, Magda linked arms with her on one side, and Ascara on the other. Banu and the others stood behind them.

      “Home, sweet home,” Magda said.

      “Speak for yourself. I admit, I am looking forward to spending some time in my Tower,” Lucinda said. “It’ll have no furnishings, and no comforts, but at least no one will try sucking my soul out of my eyeballs.”

      Ascara snorted. “You appear to have a thing about yanking souls through eyeballs at the moment. Is that really a thing?”

      Lucinda lifted her shoulders in a half-hearted shrug. “No idea, it just sounds awful and vile.”

      “Then we will try to make your home look and feel like a home,” Magda said.

      The lifting platform slowed down. The screech of metal against metal filled the platform, and then it all shook until Lucinda’s teeth rattled. “This can’t be right,” she said.

      “I’ll get maintenance to put oil on the bearings,” Magda said.

      The doors slid open to the outside world. There were a few guards around, but not as many as they had seen when on the ship. A delegation of clan members stood to one side, waiting.

      “Back to normal,” Magda said.

      “Aye,” Ascara agreed.

      The three stepped out on the path and Lucinda stopped dead.

      Her knees shook so hard she almost slid to the ground. Only Magda and Ascara kept her on her feet. She tried to take a deep breath to steady herself, but her chest constricted as though she was being crushed by unbearable weight. Her breath left her in a loud whoosh of air and then the pressure vanished. “Well, oh my,” she said.

      “You all right?” Magda asked.

      “Yes,” she replied. As she regained her breath and looked up at Magda, she noted that she also looked as though she had been mangled. Ascara, as well. “Did you feel that too?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’m not sure, what did you feel?” Magda asked.

      “Do you feel as though the ground is made of something soft, and you’ve just been run over by a runaway steam train?”

      “Yes,” Ascara answered.

      “I think that’s 'Welcome to Ama’Rica, you have been recognised,'” Lucinda said.

      “We have been recognised,” Ascara said. “We?”

      “Yes, we,” Lucinda said. “We all belong to her.”

      “I’d have thought that Mother Earth could sense us on any land?” Magda said.

      “Yes, but we are in the air a lot, and the world is still repairing.”

      “Understood,” Magda replied.

      She took a deep breath. “Home,” she said. “If we are free, I’d like to go and meet with the Clans. We should introduce people.” She looked over her shoulder to the Frikans. All of them just stared out over the plains, green with tall grasses, and plants which grew in abundance.

      “What a joy this is, to these tired eyes,” said Banu.

      “Green, isn’t it?” she asked.

      “This is a world most strange to my eyes. I feel a strangeness on my skin. Cold. And the green is so bright. Bright enough to hurt the eyes, and I can smell water in the air. Oh, joy of joys, what stories I will have to tell the grandchildren,” Banu said.

      “You are not that old, Banu, but it is very different here.”

      “There is no sand!” he said. “And it is so cold!”

      “You wait until winter,” Magda murmured.

      The Frikan delegation moved closer, as though the women could provide warmth.

      Lina’Verrana and a dozen of the nomads approached them. “Welcome,” she said.

      “Amoha,” Lucinda said. “Good to see you.”

      “Good to see you, my Raven,” Amoha said in Anglish.

      Magda coughed into her hand. “Let me introduce everyone,” she said. She pointed at everyone until all names were known, and the Frikan representatives bowed when they thought it necessary and whenever Banu translated.

      “Welcome to Ama’Rica,” Amoha said.

      “Do you speak the old tongue of the clan?” she asked.

      Banu shook his head. “Not in Frika.”

      Amoha nodded. She waved her hand at another group of clan not so far away. “Come with me and we will find our way to the camp. I have horses for us, to make the journey to the camp a swift one.”

      Banu bowed. “Your thoughtfulness is an inspiration to the soul. Many thanks for your kindnesses.”

      Without even the slightest look in their direction, they walked off and left Lucinda, Ascara, and Magda to their own devices.

      “Well, that’s that,” Lucinda said.

      “All alone, are we? It’s a long walk,” Ascara said.

      “Not at all,” Magda said. She turned to one of the hangars and a land machine chugged out from the shadows and onto the grounds. “Ascara, escort Lucinda to the machine. I just need to see to the unloading whilst we wait for the ground crew.”

      “Aye,” Ascara said. She held out her arm. “Might I escort you to your transportation, ma’am?”

      “Of course you may, but if you use any more of that ma’am business, I think I might be tempted to cause you physical harm.”

      “Promise?” Ascara asked. She almost managed a straight face as she said it.

      “You’re incorrigible,” Lucinda said. “Come on, let’s get to that slug on wheels.”

      “Don’t mind me,” Magda said. “I’ll just finish up here, get your trunk transported, and so on.”

      Lucinda grinned. “And you have spent too much time talking with Ascara. We’ll have tea later, relax. That sort of thing.”

      “Sounds perfect.”

      

      They had to wait a good while for Magda to join them, which delayed the start of their journey.

      “At last,” Ascara said. “We were about to leave you behind.”

      “Sorry about that, unloading took a while,” Magda said. “And then we had to clear the maintenance schedules. The dust and sand of Rabia take it out of a ship like Verity, but at least we did not suffer the complications of a sandstorm. That would make our problems far worse.”

      “That’s alright, Magda. I was just showing Ascara how to play gin rummy,” Lucinda said.

      “She was teaching me how to lose, more like it,” Ascara said.

      “If I were you, I’d not play cards with a truth witch,” said Magda. “Especially when she has her gloves off.”

      Ascara laughed. “Have you been cheating all this time, Miss Ravensburgh?”

      “As if I would,” Lucinda replied. “As if I needed to.”

      “Let’s be off then,” Magda said. She opened the access to the engine section and gave a command to the engineers. Straight away, Lucinda could feel the change as the engines increased in speed.

      After that, their journey to the Tower sped by. There was nothing more welcome, however, than leaving the land machine to walk to her tower. It seemed like a lifetime had passed since the last time she had been through the door. She missed her tower, and she realised, as she reached out to the stone, that this was home. This was where she belonged.

      As always, as she approached the door, the stone slid to the side. As she stepped inside, lamp light illuminated the main reception chamber. Inside, it looked the same, although there were a few more cushions on the stone benches, and now she could see a wooden table.

      “Raven!” cried out Tayha and Phara, almost in unison. “Welcome home.”

      Home. Yes. She could feel the welcome through her shoes. “I am glad to be here,” she said.

      “Come in, Lady Raven. See what we have done,” Tayha said.

      She did not need to be asked twice.

      She noted a few colourful throws on a seat and a wicker basket containing fruit on a side ledge. The steps led up and down as they always had.

      “Kitchens and stores are all down the stairs now,” said Phara.

      “Such rooms are of no consequence to the Raven. Do not bother her with trivial things,” Tayha said.

      Lucinda laughed. “It is not trivial. It is all important.”

      “Told you so,” Phara said.

      “But I would like to see my chambers first,” she said. She started up the stairs and stopped halfway up. The opening in the wall had been filled with glass panels. “I have a window!”

      “Yes, from the commander himself,” Tayha said.

      She stood for a while, just to enjoy the view. This would make such a difference in the winter.

      Phara reached out and touched Lucinda’s hand. “Raven, can I speak with you, please? In private?”

      Lucinda looked at the young woman. She looked so uncertain. “Then come, Phara, show me what you have wrought in my chambers,” Lucinda said. “The others can stay downstairs a while.”

      Phara grinned. “Yes, my Raven. This way.”

      Upstairs was much the same as she recalled, with some exceptions. “I have a bed?” Lucinda asked. Not only a bed, but a large one at that. A dresser, a small glass-filled window, and a place to hang her clothing.

      “Yes, Lady Raven. The Tower made it clear what was needed and making it took only a little time.”

      “Well, thank you, Phara. I am impressed.”

      “Your study area is better,” Phara said.

      Several things caught Lucinda’s attention as she stepped into her study area. A large desk stood in the centre of the room, a simple wooden chair with a rounded backrest tucked underneath. A cushion placed on the seat would provide her some comfort.

      A window, a real glass-covered window, looked out across the Rift, and she could see much. On one wall, her few books had been placed on stone ledges along with the books that she had borrowed from Quentin Morales. A colourful rug covered the floor, and Lucinda found her eyes drawn to the design. A dark rug, upon which she could see a white bird, a raven, perched on a thin branch before the dark moon. She smiled at that; the room felt almost homey. The glassy section remained on the wall, but another had appeared next to it. Each one had been marked, a desert rose on one and a half moon on the other. These would be her scrying areas, the windows to the other Towers.

      “You’ve all been very busy. Thank you.”

      “The Tower is pleased to see you back,” Phara said. “We are too.”

      She looked around one last time and pulled a new curtain across the entrance. There would be time enough for details later. For now, Phara needed to say something. “Phara, you wished to speak with me in private?”

      Phara stepped closer. “I have a message from my people.”

      “Yes?” Lucinda prompted.

      “You must beware of the commander.”

      “Why?”

      “He has lost the faith of the people, but I am not sure how, or why this is. Just, beware. That is all.”

      “He is a good man. He gets a little distracted at times, but he is good,” Lucinda said.

      “Raven—”

      She raised a hand to stop Phara. She closed her eyes to think. “He is a good man, he gets distracted by his interests. Yet I cannot ignore words from the Clan. I will consider myself forewarned.”

      “Thank you, my Raven.” Phara bowed. “Be careful. That is all we ask. Be very careful.”

      “Hey up there,” Ascara called out. “Can we come and see your chambers?”

      Lucinda strode to the top of the stairs. “Come on up.”

      Ascara only got as far as the bedchamber. “Blimey, have you seen the size of this? Plenty of room for you and me. Plenty of room for the three of us,” Ascara said.

      “Ascara, please behave,” Magda said.

      “It is for Raven, Fire and Ice,” Tayha said.

      “For three?” Lucinda asked. “Who would have devised such a thing?”

      Tayha patted the walls. “Sometimes, we just do as we are asked.”

      “Now, you can’t go and refuse the will of the Tower, can you, Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “I’ll sleep in the bed and you two can sleep on the floor downstairs.”

      “But—” Ascara started.

      “This is too much right now. If it is not comfortable downstairs, you can go back to your barracks, or wherever it is you normally sleep,” Lucinda replied.
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      Lucinda stood at the top of the Tower and leaned against the ledge between the oversized claws of the Raven monument. She sipped at her tea. Not pink tea, but the black tea of the Andus valleys, served with milk and a little sugar in a china cup with a delicate saucer. It reminded her of her life in Mid-Angle, her old Tower, and her friends. She missed them. Missed her life there.

      “Morning, Lucinda,” Magda said as she strode onto the top.

      “Magda.” Lucinda smiled and patted the stone claw at her side. “Come, talk with me.”

      “I cannot stay long. I must go back to headquarters for the debriefing.”

      “Where’s Ascara?”

      “She’s asleep still.”

      “I think we all need to talk,” Lucinda said.

      Magda didn’t respond.

      “We have been chasing around the world, solving problems not of our making. We have solved crimes, helped burning cities, and evacuated politicians, and yet we haven’t had much time to ourselves.”

      “True,” Magda agreed.

      “Life should settle down now that we are here. Perhaps, after the Clan council, we can have a little while to ourselves, just the three of us.”

      Magda looked away. “Yes, three of us.”

      Lucinda reached out and hooked her hand around Magda’s arm. “Yes, the three of us. I think we come as a set. It is a difficult concept to grasp. For me, at least.”

      “For me, too,” Magda replied.

      “Are you all right with this?”

      Magda shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      “How are you feeling about Olivia?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’m not sure. To me, she died five years ago, no matter what happened in the desert.”

      “I understand. And how do you feel about Ascara?”

      Magda smiled. “Lucinda, you do like to ask some very tough questions so very early in the morning.”

      “Yes, and at some point, you will have to answer them.”

      “If you want answers, the very least you could do is make it a conversation over dinner with brandy or something like that,” Magda said. She pulled out her timepiece from her uniform pocket. “I must go. I will be back.”

      “How are you going there?”

      “Did you hear the horses?”

      “I assumed they were Clan-folk on a patrol,” Lucinda replied.

      “Some were, but one of the guards brought horses. I’ll take one now, and Ascara can run as usual.” She smiled. “She refuses to ride anything.”

      “Is she required at the base now?” Lucinda asked.

      “Not at this moment. She can stay here.”

      Lucinda began to say something, then changed her mind. “Will you stay with me, with us, tonight?”

      Magda nodded. “To stay away would make life unpleasant,” she said.

      “Then don’t ever stay away.”

      “I won’t.” Magda reached out took Lucinda’s hand in hers. “I will always be here.”

      “I know.”

      “When do you have to go to the council?” Magda asked. “Just in case I come back at the most inopportune time.”

      “I have no idea, but I would like you and Ascara to be there with me.”

      “If I can, I will be wherever you need me to be.” Magda wrapped her arms around Lucinda and drew her in for a hug. This unexpected gesture of affection took Lucinda by surprise. “I’d do anything to make sure you are happy and safe. Anything.”

      “I know,” Lucinda replied.

      Magda kissed the top of her head and then turned away. “I’ll be back later,” she said.

      Lucinda moved to the edge of the Tower and leaned over the wall. She waited there until she could see Magda exit the rock. She didn’t move even when Magda mounted up and rode away to fulfil yet more duties, meet other obligations, and satisfy any other demands placed upon her. When would Magda satisfy her own needs?

      She turned her attention to the sea of tents that covered the plains. There were ten, twenty, a hundred times more than she remembered. Would she have to prove herself to these new people as well?

      A loud cruuuuk broke into her thoughts. She smiled as two large ravens landed on her shoulders. “Cruck, Prruk, I have missed you.”

      “Prrrruk.”

      “I know, I know. There are a great many people there. And yes, I know. They are going to want to test me, aren’t they?” she asked.

      The birds didn’t answer, a woman did. “Yes, I think they will,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda turned. “I felt you waking up, but I didn’t hear you come up the steps, Ascara.”

      “You shouldn’t hear me. If you do, then I am not doing my job very well.”

      “I thought you were just a fighter. You don’t go sneaking about when you are a warrior.”

      Ascara grinned. “I am a thief. I come in the night to steal your heart.”

      “You already did that.”

      “Oh,” Ascara said. She looked quite taken aback.

      “Come. Stand by me, we need to talk,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara did as bid and stood close enough that their shoulders touched. “You sound serious.”

      “I am.”

      “Are you going to tell me that you are choosing Magda, and I should stand back and give her room?”

      “Is that what you think I should do?”

      Ascara stepped away and walked around the stone raven to stare over the Rift. “What I think and what you should do are not always going to be in accord.”

      “Don’t you want a say in this?” Lucinda asked.

      “I’d do anything to make sure you are happy and safe.”

      She followed Ascara and grabbed her arm. “You know those are the very same words Magda said not fifteen minutes ago. Do you discuss this when I’m not here?”

      Ascara shook her head. “But it is good to know that Ice agrees with me.”

      “Honestly, you two!”

      “What?”

      “Sometimes I could scream at the pair of you. Sometimes you two are like two sides of the same coin, and at others, you are both the same side.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “If we are to discuss this, we will do so later, when we are together.”

      “All right.”

      “And it is not just about me.”

      Ascara turned around and reached forward until her fingers touched the middle of Lucinda’s chest. Heat seared through Lucinda’s skin. “Can she do that for you? Can she fill you so full of rage you can destroy all in your path?”

      Lucinda gripped Ascara’s hand, but she didn’t move it away. “Ascara. Stop it.”

      As Ascara’s hand dropped to her side, Lucinda stepped forward and slipped her arms about Ascara’s waist. “Don’t walk away, Ascara. Don’t push me away. Don’t push anyone away.”

      “Is that about you? Or Magda?” Ascara didn’t wait for an answer. She wrapped her arms around Lucinda and held tight. “I won’t push anyone away, but Magda is hard to fathom. And you? You are the Raven, and a raven always mates for life. I don’t want to miss out, or lose you both.”

      Lucinda leaned against Ascara and she could hear the truth of the words. “I know,” she said. As she spoke, Ascara kissed the top of Lucinda’s head.

      Two kisses, in exactly the same place, and yet they felt so different.

      “Right now, I have to think about the Tower, the logistics of life out here, and how on earth I am supposed to assist people if they cannot find me.”

      “Trust in our Mother, and she will provide all that you need,” Ascara said.

      “I do.”

      It crossed her mind, however, that whilst she had been in Mid-Angle to solve problems between people, here she had problems of a different kind. Perhaps she was expected to stay out of the way and out of trouble. She had an awful lot of protectors here.

      Lucinda walked away from the view over the Rift and turned her attention to the plains. “Ascara, about the Clan-folk.”

      “Yes?”

      “How does this council work? When do I go?” Lucinda asked.

      “They will call you when you are needed, I would suppose.”

      “Suppose? You’re Clan, surely you must be familiar with how it all works.”

      “Yes, but the last time they held a council of this type, I was only a babe. This is the first one in my memory,” Ascara said.

      “Really? I thought they were more common.”

      “Goodness, no. This is a very big deal,” Ascara said.

      “Then I will be tested?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara nodded. “You are the Raven, in so far as the Clans of Ama’Rica and Ama’Sota are concerned. But the rest of the world? None of the leaders will accept you unless they can be sure.”

      “Why?”

      “Because if they accept who you are, it will change the world.”

      “Will it really? Why?”

      Ascara shrugged. “I cannot speak without the council.”

      “Ascara!”

      “Just be yourself, and they will know you for the amazing woman you are.”

      “Now you are a flatterer,” Lucinda said.

      “I speak only the truth, and you can test me. But you are all they want. All they wish for.”

      “We shall see,” Lucinda murmured. “We shall see.”

      “Meanwhile, I think I should go back to base and report in.”

      “Must you?”

      “Yes, I think so,” Ascara said. “I think you need to be alone to think about what you want before we all get back together.”

      “Are you running away from me?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara saluted. “Better be off. It’s a long walk back.”
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      Lucinda sat alone in her study, her elbows resting atop the desk. She stared at the opened book in front of her, but the words meant nothing. How could she concentrate when Ascara’s words echoed inside her mind?

      Her thoughts raced about in circles, and though she hoped for an easy solution, she could find none. She wished she had someone to talk to like she had in the Rainbow Tower.

      She missed Amelia. She couldn’t remember a time when Amelia wasn’t there for her. That said, being the primary of the Rainbow Tower had been a little more straightforward; quieter, and undead weren’t crawling up the walls to kill her.

      She stared at the glassy sections of the wall where she could scry the other towers, and willed someone to contact her. No one did. Even the Tower seemed to leave her alone.

      “Enough,” she said. “Speak with me.” She stood up and placed her hands on the wall next to Amelia’s Tower. “Amelia?” she asked.

      No response.

      She moved onto the Tower of the Desert Rose. “Hello?” she asked.

      Nothing.

      “Great Mother, I could do with some help right now,” she said. She removed her boots and her robe, and when only dressed in her under-things, she sat on the floor with her back against the wall. “Great Mother who grants me this tower, I need your wisdom. Please.”

      She considered this to be a hopeful appeal. The Tower communicated only when the Tower wished it, not because she asked. She closed her eyes and prayed for help.

      This time, her plea received an answer. The floor beneath her feet started to vibrate. “I need your help, Mother,” she repeated.

      The blackness of the raven roared through her. With no warning to think or prepare, her mind filled with total blackness. She heard, as though from a great distance, the echo of a raven cry. She opened her eyes, but the darkness had become total and absolute.

      A globe, all green, brown, and blue, covered with white clouds, filled her mind. As before, the first time she had seen this image, the globe broke into four pieces. This time, two chunks of this broken world came together, joined with the power of the Raven Tower and the tower just made in Frika. More needed to be done, however. Other towers to make or repair.

      So much for a quiet life.

      “I am your vessel, Mother. Guide me, for there is too much I do not know. My heart is yours.” As she spoke, she thought about the Towers, the Clans, and the upcoming Clan meeting. Most of all, her thoughts returned over and over again to Magda and Ascara. How could she choose? Should she choose?

      Her vision blurred and she saw nothing but darkness. From out of the darkness a raven flew towards her and then across her field of view. The wings glowed and two symbols burst into life. Under one wing flashed fire, and under the other, a stark white collection of snowflakes. The vision raven closed her wings and drew fire and ice to her breast.

      “But what if I can’t keep us all together?”

      The image shifted. The Raven ripped herself in two and exploded in sparks of ice and fire. The globe appeared and shattered. Only darkness remained.

      We are three. We are one. Nothing else matters? But what about Magda and Ascara? I have to think about what they want.

      The ground beneath her feet began to vibrate. She concentrated on the Tower until it settled. She turned her attention to Magda.

      An image formed in her mind. Magda. She sat in a leather Chesterfield, in a small study, whilst Quentin fired question after question at her. Magda did not seem happy about it either. She clenched her eyes closed and thought of her. No other thoughts were allowed inside her head. She hoped Magda could take comfort in this.

      Perhaps she did. Magda stopped frowning and turned to look away from the commander. Magda smiled, and Lucinda knew that smile was for her.

      What do you really want Magda?

      The image wavered. Now she saw Ascara. She sat in Quentin’s library. She had a book in her lap. Reading? She never thought of Ascara as one to read, but there she was. As Lucinda thought of her, Ascara looked up, turned to the side, and blew a kiss. She knew she was being watched.

      What do you really want, Ascara?

      I must keep them close, she realised. But the three of us must understand what we want from each other.

      The ground, the rock of her Tower, thrummed.

      What do I want?

      Everything, she answered herself.

      “Thank you,” she said aloud.

      Lucinda slipped her robe over her head and went downstairs. She paused in the main salon. She could almost see Ascara and Magda living here. The thought that they would eventually think of this as their home pleased her.

      She didn’t stop. She continued down the stairs to the kitchens. There, she found Phara and Tayha. Phara was putting a pan into the cast iron oven. Oven? “When did we get an oven?”

      “My Raven,” said Phara. She wore an apron over her clan clothing to protect them. Copious amounts of flour covered a small table and both of her arms. “Commander Morales brought it from Wash Town. He thought we would like it,” Phara said.

      “Something about keeping you sweet,” Tayha added. “Most of all, I think Ascara nagged Magda to get the house all nice for you, and an oven featured on that list.”

      Tayha put dishes into a ceramic bowl and turned on the taps. Water gushed from metal founts in the wall.

      “A sink? Running water?”

      Phara shrugged. She patted the walls. “The Earth and the Tower will provide.”

      Lucinda sniffed the air, as though she only now noticed the cooking. “Smells nice. What are you cooking?”

      “Chicken,” Phara answered. “Like the chicken we usually cook.”

      “Right. I thought I might give you a hand.”

      Phara looked as though she’d been slapped. “Excuse me?”

      “I’ll help,” Lucinda said. “I would like to help so that I can serve dinner later. You and Tayha could have the rest of the time off. You know, see the family before the Clan meeting.”

      Phara’s eyes narrowed. “We will go to the Clan meet, soon.”

      “But not yet. I’d like to do something for them.” By them, she meant Ascara and Magda. But Lucinda didn’t need to explain. Phara grinned. “Then you’ll need the big bed.”

      “Phara!” she exclaimed. “I don’t know where you get your ideas from. But it means nothing of that sort.”

      “No?”

      Lucinda looked away. She couldn’t stop her cheeks from warming up though.

      “It is good, my Raven. They need to know,” Phara said.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so don’t make assumptions,” Lucinda said. Her voice sounded sharper than she’d intended.

      “As you wish,” Phara said.

      “Well, don’t worry about dinner. We will put everything in the oven, ready for when you want it. All you will have to do is serve it up,” Tayha said.

      “Thank you, that would be better than me trying to do the cooking thing.”

      “Yes, we think so too,” Tayha said.

      “As you are here, perhaps you will tell me when the council meeting will start.”

      “The meeting has already begun, my Raven. Did you not hear the drums last night? Nor see the summoning fires?”

      “No, I did not. Should I have been there?” Lucinda asked.

      Tayha shook her head. “You will be summoned when it is time.”

      “How will I know?” Lucinda asked.

      “Someone will come for you,” Phara answered. “Until then, you should listen to the festivities. There are people, musicians from northern Eropea, and they bring the words and songs of before the Fall. They chant the ancient words of power, and it is like listening to magic.”

      Phara’s words brought to mind the prayers of Port Ruth. Words and rhythm, they had such power when blended together. She looked forward to seeing these musicians. Perhaps it would be more of the same, but hopefully not the part where they raised the dead.

      “Anyway, can I help, so that I might have a little quiet time with Ascara and Magda later?”

      “Of course you can help. How are you at peeling potatoes?”

      

      Lucinda decided to serve dinner in the main salon using a stone table that grew from the ground when she needed it. The Tower, it seemed, did not want any excuses for the evening to go awry, and a table seemed an important addition.

      Sunlight through the new windows kept the Tower lit, albeit dimly. She liked it this way.

      “My Raven, everything is as we agreed,” said Phara.

      “Now we are off to enjoy the festivities,” Tayha added.

      “Enjoy your evening,” Phara finished.

      “I will,” she said and waved them off as they left.

      Tayha paused as she stepped outside. “I think that Magda and Ascara are on their way home,” Tayha said.

      Lucinda thought about that for a moment. “Yes. I think you’re right.” She gave the girls a few moments and then went outside to wait.

      Magda and Ascara strolled back from camp. Magda no longer wore her uniform but had opted for fitted trousers and a loose shirt open at the neck. She looked quite dashing.

      Ascara wore leather as usual, but these leathers were not her usual ones. This suit came in a darker, almost black, skin-tight version. It hugged every curve of Ascara’s body, and she also wore it open at the throat and her arms bare.

      “Took your time,” Lucinda called out.

      “Missed us, did you?” Ascara answered.

      “Yes,” she answered.

      “Well, that’s all right then, isn’t it,” Magda said.

      “Where are the horses?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shrugged. “No one to look after them here, so we walked.”

      “Never mind all that, after that walk, I’m starving. I hope the girls have cooked something nice again,” Ascara said.

      “The girls are young women, and they are not here to be your slaves,” Lucinda said.

      “What a shame,” said Ascara.

      “Stop teasing,” Magda said. She turned her attention to Lucinda. “Although, she has a point about food.”

      “Well, come inside. Dinner is taken care of, as soon as you are ready,” Lucinda said.

      Both Magda and Ascara stopped when they saw the table set for dinner. They looked at each other. “This looks very nice, Lucinda. I must freshen up,” Magda said.

      “The same for me. It was only a walk from the base, but I would like a quick wash.”

      “That’s fine. I’ll finish in the kitchen, shall I? Now don’t dawdle. I expect you at the table by the time I serve the food.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Magda said.

      Lucinda turned away and listened to them race up the stairs just as she went down to the kitchen. She had food to finish.

      She’d placed the herb stuffed chicken in the middle of the table by the time Ascara and Magda returned. It only took a moment more to bring up the dish of hot vegetables, including the very potatoes she had peeled.

      “Did you cook this?” Ascara asked. “I didn’t think you could cook.”

      “Don’t be rude,” Magda said. She smiled as she spoke, and it was an almost shy smile. “Dinner for us, alone. The three of us.”

      “Yes, I thought it would be nice,” Lucinda replied. “Just us.”

      “In that case, do we have anything to drink?” Ascara asked.

      “Well—” Lucinda started.

      “No matter, I’ll fetch something. I know we have some ale in the stores, or perhaps you’d like sweetened tea? I know Phara chills it by the jug full,” Ascara asked.

      “Tea,” Lucinda and Magda said at the same time.

      “Then, tea it is.”

      Despite her intentions to speak with Magda and Ascara, Lucinda didn’t know what to say to start the conversation. She had planned everything, except the part where she had to say something.

      “Pass the potatoes, please?” Magda said.

      “Are we going to be so stiff and silent all night?” Ascara asked.

      “No. How was the debriefing?” Lucinda asked.

      “Boring,” Magda replied. “Difficult.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda put down her knife and fork and stared straight ahead. “He had many questions that I couldn’t answer. He also asked questions I did not think he would know enough to ask.”

      “Yet he asked?” Ascara asked.

      Magda nodded and picked up her cutlery again. She sliced at a piece of chicken and loaded food onto her fork. “He is most interested in the Astrarium,” she said. “He seemed most excited when he read the reports about it being the Astrarium of Ichytheria. Perhaps I should have held back on that.”

      “Why should you do that?” Ascara asked. “Besides, we don’t know what it all means yet. We await the council.”

      “Agreed,” said Magda. “And he is rather nonplussed that he has been refused access to the council meeting.”

      “He can’t stand the thought that he will miss out on something new,” Lucinda said. “He was always like that. If there was something to know, he had to be there to learn all about it.”

      “Doesn’t matter. The Clan is nothing about him, and he is not a part of it,” Ascara said.

      “Strong words from someone from the Order itself,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara shrugged.

      “Never mind, I haven’t been invited to the Clan council either,” Magda said.

      “Nor me,” Ascara said. She grinned.

      Lucinda shook her head. “Well, of course you’ve been invited, Ascara. You’re Clan, so of course, you can go.”

      “Yes,” Ascara replied.

      “Then why aren’t you at the council meeting?” Magda asked.

      “Good question,” Lucinda said.

      Ascara shrugged. “My place is here. You know this.”

      “So that leaves me, then. Billy-no-mates,” Magda said.

      “What’s that?” Lucida asked.

      “The loneliest seat in the mess hall,” Ascara answered.

      “The great unloved one, who no one wants to be with,” Magda said.

      Lucinda reached out and grabbed Magda’s hand. “Of course you’re loved. And you will be my escort.”

      “And what about me?” Ascara asked.

      “Don’t pout, you’ll stick like it,” Lucinda said. “You are also my escort.”

      “You don’t need an escort to a Clan council. It will be very safe,” Ascara said.

      “I would expect it to be the safest place on this earth, but safety is not the reason I want an escort,” Lucinda said. She looked at Magda. “And not because you changed your name to Billy, either.”

      Magda snorted.

      “Then why do you need us?” Magda asked.

      “Good question,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda felt her cheeks heat up, and she had to search for words that refused to come forth.

      “I think our Raven is embarrassed,” Ascara said.

      “We need to talk about us,” Lucinda managed.

      “Us?” Magda and Ascara said together.

      “Us. Our relationship,” Lucinda said. “There is something between us. We know it, and we feel this pull to each other.”

      Magda stood up and turned away.

      “Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      She turned to face them. “Is this where you choose one of us, Lucinda? I am not sure I like that.”

      “We have been in a state of limbo for a while, I think,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, we have,” Magda agreed.

      “Ascara? What do you say?”

      She shrugged.

      “I’ve been thinking this through for a while myself, and now it is time for us to discuss it,” Lucinda said. She let her thoughts wander for a moment. “But this is such a difficult thing.”

      “You know I want more,” Ascara added.

      Lucinda thought Ascara wanted to say more, but she didn’t. “Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “There is something between us, the three of us,” Magda said. “And yes, I also want more, but I am not sure how this will work or who you will choose.”

      “It’s all so very complicated, and I am terrified that I will not be chosen,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, I feel the same,” Magda said.

      “Do we need to make a choice?” Lucinda asked. “I don’t think I could choose. And I am even less sure that I should.”

      “What are you saying?” Magda said. “That you don’t want either of us?”

      Lucinda looked away. “I am not sure whether I’ll be the one to be chosen.”

      “What do you mean?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda had seen the flush to Magda’s cheeks though.

      “We are three, we are one,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda nodded, pleased that Ascara understood.

      “I feel for you both. And I love you both dearly—” Lucinda started.

      “You can’t love us both,” Magda interrupted.

      “Yes,” Ascara whispered.

      “I don’t think I can choose. Can you?” Lucinda asked. She could see Ascara shake her head. “We come as one package, I think. I love you both. Ascara loves me, but she loves you just as much.” Lucinda looked at Ascara, and Ascara looked at her with an intensity Lucinda had not expected. She wanted her to go on.

      “She does?” Magda asked. Her cheeks turned pink again, and she looked away.

      “Ascara, how long have you been in love with Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara didn’t answer for a moment. “Years,” she finally admitted. “Years.”

      Lucinda turned to Magda. “What about you, Magda? Who do you love?”

      “I—” she started. Then frowned. “This is an unexpected discussion.”

      “Do you disagree with anything we have said?” Ascara asked. “Do you not love us?”

      “It's not that simple,” Magda said.

      “I think it is,” Ascara replied.

      “Look, we’ve been through a great deal, and I think there is more to come,” Magda said.

      “Are you being prophetic?” Lucinda asked.

      “Or distracting?” Ascara added.

      Magda shook her head. “At heart, I am a sailor, whether I sail the sea or the sky, there is always one thing we prepare for.”

      “What’s that?” Lucinda asked.

      “The next storm,” Ascara answered.

      Magda nodded. “There is a storm coming. I can feel it, and I would not wish to walk into the storm knowing that I did not enjoy life as much as I could, or as I should. Or that I turned my back on a loved one. Or my loved ones.”

      “We are one,” Ascara said. She grinned.

      “Yes, we are,” Magda said. She reached out with both hands, one to Ascara and one to Lucinda. “I am not at all sure how this will work out, though.”

      “We will learn what it means together,” Lucinda said. Then she stopped. “We have visitors, and they will be here in a few minutes.”

      “Lucinda... Ascara...” Magda stumbled with her words.

      “I’m glad that has cleared things up,” Ascara said.

      “Now we know,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, I think so,” Magda agreed.

      Lucinda rose to her feet and walked towards the door. “Open,” she said. The rock slid across, and just outside stood two tall pale-skinned blond men. They were dressed in white linen robes belted at the waist with coloured ties.

      “Welcome to the Tower of the Raven. I think you have a message for me?” Lucinda said.

      They bowed at the same time. “My Raven,” they said as one.

      The one with a light brown belt sash bowed and offered her a small pouch.

      “We have for you this,” said the one with the green belt sash.

      “Like the last one,” she observed.

      “My Raven,” said green belt, “we are to escort you to the council.”

      “Right now?”

      They both nodded.

      “We have not yet finished dining,” she said.

      Ascara stepped up to her shoulder. “There will be food,” she said.

      Brown belt coughed into his hand. “Raven, we must return before the fires of the council are lit.”

      “And when will they be lit?” she asked.

      “A moment before sundown,” he replied.

      “Then we are ready,” Lucinda said. Although she wore the robes of the desert, she grabbed her gloves and slid them onto her hands.

      “Are you expecting trouble?” Ascara asked.

      “Better to be ready than taken by surprise,” Lucinda answered.

      As they stepped outside, Magda grabbed a wooden box. “What is that?” Lucinda asked.

      “The Astrarium,” Magda answered. “It needs to go home.”

      “I’d have thought Quentin would want a look at this,” Ascara said.

      “He did.”

      “Well that’s a nice gesture, Magda,” Lucinda said. She watched as a touch of colour turned Magda’s cheeks a delicate shade of pink. “I’m sure it will be appreciated.”
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      For Lucinda, knowing there were thousands of people on the plains was one thing. Being surrounded by so many of them amounted to quite another. All those faces blurred together until she felt quite dizzy. People stared at her too, which she found most disconcerting. She fixed her gaze forward and let herself find comfort in Magda and Ascara beside her.

      The two young men led them to the edge of a circle of open ground. Flames danced from the top of two tall braziers at the entrance to the circle. In the background, she could hear the steady, but muted beat of drums.

      Several people sat around the circle, and she recognised many of the clan and tribe leaders. Beside each one of them stood attendants, and beyond them, rank upon rank of inquisitive Clan faces. Representatives of all the people of the Clans in the known world had gathered, and they wanted to see her.

      The Clan leaders all looked serious, and for a moment, she thought she stood on trial. Banu stood with them, and he nodded in her direction with a small smile upon his lips.

      “Do you know what is going on?” Lucinda asked.

      “Clan council, Lucinda. This is the council, and everyone who should be here is here,” Ascara answered. “Now we must enter the circle proper.”

      They walked forwards and the drums rose to a crescendo, their loud and deep tone urged her heart to match their beat and, after a while, she thought her heart would burst. Just as she thought she could take no more, they reached the centre of the circle and the drums stopped.

      No one spoke. Only the crackle and hiss of the fire broke the silence.

      A single figure, withered with the passing years, rose from the ranks of the Clan leaders. The Gran Vayana. She stood and raised her hands in the air. She spoke in the language of the Ama’Rican and Ama’Sotan Clans, and her words, spoken soft and slow, filled the air with command.

      Lucinda didn’t understand, but at her side, Ascara translated for them both. “The Gran Vayana welcomes all to the first full Clan council in many years, and she says that this night is a vital event for all members of the Clan.”

      The Gran Vayana walked in their direction. Ascara fell to her knees first, then Magda and Lucinda followed suit. Such a gesture of respect in the Clan council seemed appropriate.

      The Gran Vayana stopped just in front of them. “Look me,” she said in heavily accented Anglish.

      She placed her hand on Ascara’s head and spoke words that Lucinda could not follow.

      “Thank you,” Ascara said in Anglish.

      “Anglish, child?” the Gran Vayana asked.

      “For Lucinda and Magda,” Ascara said.

      The Grand Vayana spoke then, in her own language, and with such speed that Lucinda had no hope at all of understanding any of the words. Amoha stood to the side of them and spoke in Anglish. “I will translate the words for you,” she said. “The Clans and tribes no longer speak fluently in one language, so we must use translators to ensure understanding. It is only fair to ensure the Raven and her Ice also understand.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said.

      The Gran Vayana returned to her seat and two young women fussed about with cushions and rugs. She pushed them away with an impatient wave of her hand and settled herself.

      At her side, Ascara shuffled on her knees. “Settle yourself, we will be here a while,” she whispered.

      Lucinda shuffled around and looked for a comfortable way to be on her knees. It didn’t work. She pushed her discomfort to one side and listened to Amoha.

      Amoha cleared her throat. “Lucinda, Magda, and Ascara, you are here to share your understanding with us. There will be many questions. Answer as you must,” Amoha said.

      “I understand,” Lucinda said.

      “Then let this meeting of the council commence,” Amoha said.

      Lucinda took a deep breath and, as she did, the questions began. They were not delivered one at a time, or even by one person. Every elder seemed to have a question, and they all asked at once. Amoha translated the questions and Lucinda’s answers, and she did not seem at all perturbed at the speed at which the questions came. Yet, for Lucinda, the questions were far too rapid and diverse for her to even think of an answer to even one of them.

      This was an interrogation, plain and simple.

      Lucinda held up a hand, “Enough,” she said.

      The Gran Vayana looked at her with dark and serious eyes, and so Lucinda addressed her answers to her.

      “I can’t answer so many questions. You know who I am and where I come from, the details of my lineage and family are, for now, irrelevant. Ask me something important.”

      She waited for Amoha to translate before she continued. “Most important of all, for those gathered, the most important question is the one about whether I am the Raven, and whether the raven is important at all.”

      She saw the Gran Vayana nod her head.

      “The Raven Tower says I am, and that is good enough for me,” Lucinda added.

      “Good answer, my Raven. And the next one is this. What is beyond?” Amoha said as she translated for the Gran Vayana.

      “Beyond what?” she asked.

      “What is beyond the veil between life and death?” Amoha asked. For a moment no one else spoke, as though this could be an important question. Even more than any other.

      “That which is beyond death must stay beyond,” she answered.

      Lucinda heard muttering in the background, but Amoha asked another question.  She closed her eyes and blocked them all out. Apart from the questions, she had physical discomfort to add to the mix. Her robe had gathered under her knees and as she knelt, the ruffled seams dug into her skin.

      “Will you take us to war?” she heard.

      A stirring at the back of her mind called her attention. The Raven came to her. Not with a cawing rush, but as a gentle blossoming.

      She turned to Magda and Ascara. They knelt shoulder to shoulder and they stared forward, their faces blank. Like soldiers on parade. Still, and controlled.

      Lucinda leaned back and cleared her tunic from under her leg. Cool earth and soft grass pressed against her skin and she felt better.

      “Who are you?” Amoha asked.

      “Stop,” Lucinda said. “I have had enough and will not be interrogated like some common thief.” She stared at the Gran Vayana. “Not by anyone.”

      The Gran Vayana grinned at her. “Spoken like a woman of the Clans, Lucinda of the Raven Tower.”

      Lucinda wasn’t ready to smile back. Not yet. “Most honoured Mother,” Lucinda said in Anglish. “Since I have been here, it is the voice of the Clans which calls me the harbinger of death. They say I am your call to arms. But how can I be banner for war when war is the last thing on my mind?”

      The Gran Vayana didn’t answer her question. She asked another instead. “Who are you?” Amoha translated.

      “Not again,” Lucinda said. “I am Lucinda Ravensburgh.” She wondered if they would ever stop asking questions.

      “Who are you?” Amoha asked again.

      She didn’t even start to answer.

      “Grandmother,” Ascara called out. “Here comes the Raven. This is who she is.”

      She was right. The gentle raven who sat with her through the questions stepped to one side, and the full force of the Tower burst through and filled her with power.

      “I am Lucinda Ravensburgh, and I am the Raven. It is I who took the Raven Tower as her own,” she said. Her voice seemed rough, her throat ached, and her words sounded louder than she expected.

      She heard the sounds of surprise in the voices of the people around the circle. She saw some fall to their knees and bow, perhaps not just with respect, but horror. Knowing that she represented the Raven was one thing, but seeing her Raven come to the forefront represented something very different.

      “Raven,” Ascara said with glee. “Now they see you in all your black-eyed glory.”

      Lucinda rose to her feet and she could sense all the world around her. “I am the Raven,” she repeated.

      “She will speak your tongue as though born to it,” Amoha said.

      “What?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara leaned over and whispered. “You are speaking in the language of the Clans of this land.”

      “Oh,” Lucinda said.

      “And you will feel the power of beyond as though you stand on the threshold of death,” Amoha called out.

      Lucinda looked at Ascara.

      “Lucinda, you have an aura when you are the Raven, and everyone here can feel it, especially when you are upset,” she said.

      “I didn’t know that,” she whispered, as much to herself as anyone. “I thought people reacted to my eyes.”

      “Not always,” Ascara added. “And not today.”

      The Gran Vayana was not prepared to leave her alone, however. “Yes, that is who you say you are, but what are you?”

      “The Raven,” she replied.

      “That is who, not what,” Amoha said.

      “I don’t understand,” she replied.

      “Ask your Raven, Lucinda, ask your Raven,” Amoha said.

      She thought for a moment, but that didn’t help much. “I am surrounded by life and death. I can see the soul and take it through the veil to where it might rest. I have seen the nine realms of beyond, I have spoken with the dead, and they bow down to me.” She shook her head. “Is this enough? For this is a meeting of the Clan Council; I know you are here to judge me. But I say, judge me not.”

      She held out both arms; the black of Sh’Na’s touch still marked her skin, but Nurse Chester had made a great difference. “These are the hands that have touched the Beast, and these hands have been marked with Mummy’s Rot. Yet I live. I breathe. I am unsullied by the filth of any beast.” High above, two black shapes flew in a tight circle and then dived down, yet they landed on her shoulders with a light and controlled touch. They cawed at the crowd, and she heard a hint of anger in their cries.

      “Cruuuck,” said Cruck. “I remember. White Raven.”

      “Pruuuuk,” said Prruk. “I advise. White Raven.”

      Lucinda laughed. “Then I am the White Raven.”

      “But which one?” Amoha asked. “Which White Raven are you?

      “I—”

      The Gran Vayana held up one hand. “Are we content?”

      Each of the elders, one by one, held up their hands.

      “We are agreed,” the Gran Vayana said. “Now we proceed.” She clapped her hands, and a stream of young people brought with them poles upon which hung robes. “These are the robes of our speakers,” she said.

      “Speakers?” Lucinda asked.

      Amoha took over the talking. “Our traditions are spoken, not written. The speakers are blessed ones who tell our stories, our histories.” She pointed at the robes carried by the young people. “These are the robes they wore, and each one carries the beads of their memories.”

      “You do not touch them?” Lucinda asked.

      Amoha shook her head. “We do not. After the Fall, we saw the blessings that our Mother Earth bestowed on the ones she favoured. The Gifted rose around the world.”

      “And they were slaughtered,” Lucinda said.

      Amoha looked away. “Yes, they were, but not by the people of the earth. No matter how we revered them, we were not blessed with Gifts.”

      That shocked Lucinda. “There were no Gifted in the Clans?”

      “Unlike all the others, we had none. Then one summer, one came to us. A woman from Frika and adopted by the Clan of Maasani. Her name was Babbabi, the first of that name, and she was a dream walker.”

      Lucinda looked towards Eloshay. “And the dream walkers became a part of the Clans?”

      “Yes,” Amoha agreed. “Her children are a part of every Clan and every tribe. We have been blessed many times over, but still, the dreamers are rare, and we must cherish them. They are great people who bring to us wisdom that goes beyond what we can see with our eyes,” Amoha said.

      “I understand,” Lucinda said, mollified by the answer, at least in part. There were gifts that they did not seem to recognise. “And so, you have dreamers. What does this mean for the robes?”

      Amoha looked at the Gran Vayana before she continued. “The dreamers promised that one day we would be blessed with other Gifted, and one of those would be someone who could speak the truth from touch.”

      “Like me?”

      “Like you, yes, but not you. One day, she will come to the clan as one of us. We have faith.”

      “What happened then?”

      “Like a child, Lucinda, you have no patience.” She smiled to take the sting out of her words. “The wise elders came together in a council much like this.”

      Lucinda stared at Amoha and then she realised the silence. No one spoke. She looked around and saw only rapt faces, all turned to Amoha.

      “It is a long story, full of the history of the Clans,” Amoha said, “and we will not tell it today.”

      The sound of disappointed groans filled the air.

      “Later,” Amoha said. She looked around at the people gathered. As they started to cheer, she held up one hand and they all quieted. “The Clans met, a council was held, and with the wisdom of the dreamers, they knew what had to be done.” She picked up a stone from the ground. “What lasts longer than the thoughts of man?”

      “The earth,” Lucinda replied.

      “And the rock upon which a thoughtful person sits. But we couldn’t carry big chunks of rock. They needed to be something that could be carried, and many of them.”

      “Beads. Beads and bangles,” Lucinda said.

      Amoha nodded. “They were already a part of our dress, so now we could make them into something more. They are more, now, they are the memory stones of those who are our speakers,” she said. “And the memories will last beyond the lives of those who speak. The stories have served us well, but we are always prepared for when the world is no longer safe.”

      “Prepared for another Fall?”

      Amoha nodded. “Prepared for all things,” she added.

      Amoha turned towards the Gran Vayana and waited for the old woman to nod. “We have waited a long time for our truth speaker, to tell us the stories of our past, but she evades us.”

      “Until now,” Lucinda said.

      “Until now, “Amoha agreed.

      She pointed towards the robes. There were a dozen, and beside them were several staves, each one six-feet-long and covered with carvings and more beads. “The speakers poured their hearts and souls into the things they wore, and the things they carried. Go, take a look, Lucinda.”

      Fascinated by these objects that the clans revered as almost magical, Lucinda couldn’t stop herself from taking a look. She could sense the age of these objects, even before she drew close enough to touch them.

      She turned to the Gran Vayana.

      “Do as you wish,” she said.

      Lucinda reached out and touched the material of a robe, then did the same to one of the staves. “Many people have worn this robe, and many others have carried this staff. This staff is from Eropea, and the robe is from the cold regions, a gift from Clan Sau’apa.”

      Amoha bowed. “My Raven.”

      Lucinda had not finished. She could truth say most objects with an emotion attached, but these were powerful enough that she could see their auras, and they all called to her. The past wafted in the air like woodsmoke on a breeze.

      “Do you wish me to describe the provenance of each of these items?” she asked.

      “You must do as you feel is right,” Amoha answered.

      Tucked behind one of the robes stood a small sealskin shield, no more than twelve inches across. This called to her. Not as a voice might, but it filled her with yearning. Cruck and Prruk agreed. They both flew next to the shield and cawed at her with a sound that she could only describe as longing.

      “I choose this,” she said.

      Lucinda picked up the shield by its internal frame. It was hard to carry that way, but she didn’t want to touch anything, even with her gloves on. She sat in the circle, a few feet away from Amoha and the Gran Vayana, and sat cross-legged. On her knees, she balanced the shield so that she could look more closely at what she had chosen.

      Made of bone, with skin stretched across the front; beads and slivers of stone and wood had been cut and applied to the front in a design she couldn’t fail to recognise. A large white raven in profile, the single black eye stared at her as though the design had a life of its own. Perhaps, if the shield held the memories of a speaker, then it did.

      Lucinda looked up at the people gathered. They needed the hear the truth as much as she did. She stared at the Gran Vayana, removed her gloves, and let them fall to the ground. Cruck and Prruk sat next to her as she took a deep breath and then touched the black eye of the raven with her finger. Almost at once, her perspective shifted. She ceased to be Lucinda and instead, she became someone else.

      Her memory self sat on a cushion on the ground, a blanket over her legs. At her old age, she needed the comfort a thick and warm blanket could give. She reached out with a gnarled hand and straightened the wool and fur covering to make sure she would not be chilled by the cold sea winds from the bay. In her other hand, she held a small black stone. She gripped that stone as though her life, her memory, depended on it.

      Comfortable now, she stared out across the bay and her eyes strained to see the sea or even the rocks that littered the coast. The seas were rough again, not unexpected for the time of year. Winter approached, and she would have fewer days to sit out in the pale light of the sun.

      Never mind the weather, today she would be surrounded by the children. They loved their stories so much, and she loved to tell them. A young girl kneeled before her. “Tell us about the raven, please. The white raven.”

      She smiled as she cleared her throat. “Once, many years before any of us were born,” she started, “when the world was fresh and new, the great spirit released a raven into the world. As the raven soared over all of creation, soaring from cloud to cloud, ice settled on the dark wings of the black raven. The further the raven flew, the more the wings collected ice and snow, until the raven no longer looked black, but became as white as the snow itself.”

      

      Lucinda withdrew from the memories; she knew them all now. Every single story of the white raven. She knew what she needed as her head swam with stories and tales she had never heard before. She wished, though, that she could go back and hear them all over again in the way that the speaker told them and remembered them.

      She took a deep breath. “The Raven,” she said. “Trickster, trouble, an omen of bad luck, a harbinger of doom.” She stopped then, her thoughts lost as she chased her memories and those of the speaker.

      “Raven?” Amoha pressed.

      Lucinda laughed. “I remember now. I asked you, not so long ago, about whether I belonged here, because I was not of your tribe.”

      “I remember this,” Amoha answered.

      “You said my skin colour was not important.”

      “Yes, that much is true.”

      “But it is, isn’t it?” Lucinda asked.

      Amoha nodded. “Perhaps.”

      “Who am I, Amoha?”

      “You are the White Raven. And your skin colour is to tell us to remember.”

      “Tell the story,” the Gran Vayana said.

      “I am no storyteller,” Lucinda said.

      “Speak the memories, Lucinda, and you speak for those that were,” Amoha said.

      Lucinda nodded. “There are so many stories. Some are memories, memories of the time before.”

      “Go on, Lucinda, tell us,” Ascara urged.

      “One story says that the White Raven is the one who released the sun when all was darkness, and brought out the stars and the moon. Another says that the black raven flew around the new world and flew through so many clouds that her wings glistened with snow and ice. The more snow she gathered, the whiter she became, until no black remained and she became the white raven.”

      “Yes,” said Amoha. “The Raven and the Ice.” She stopped and looked at Magda and Ascara.

      “The Raven and Ice,” Ascara said as she translated for Magda.

      “They say the white raven had a spirit mate,” Lucinda said. She considered that thought and anger, grief and loss grew inside her heart. “But people killed my mate for no reason other than they could.”

      “Yes, they did, Raven,” Amoha said.

      “And still they continued to ravage the earth. They destroyed the air and the water, and they even destroyed the very land upon which they walked.”

      “What happened, Raven?” Amoha asked.

      “Mother cried, and her tears came as rain that never stopped. Still, no one noticed, and Mother raged. Her rage brought storms and fire,” she looked at Ascara. “The rage of the earth, our mother’s first gift, shook the world. And the raven lay in the destruction and close to death, her pure white wings turned the colour of the scorched earth. In memory of this, the raven would always be black.”

      “You were saved,” Amoha said.

      Lucinda nodded. “Seeing this destruction, our Mother saved those who asked her, and her promise would be for all time. She made other promises. When evil outweighs the good, when the people turn from—” She stopped in her memories. “When they turn from our Mother, she will first send a warning, a white raven, and if the world is not righted, then our Mother will unleash her rage one last time.”

      “What about the Father?” Amoha asked.

      “He is a divine force, like our Mother, and they are both necessary for the balance of life,” Lucinda said. “But in this, He is quiet.” She looked at Amoha and then the Gran Vayana. “Listen now, I come to you as the White Raven, cloaked in ice with rage in my heart. I am the witness, and I bring you a warning. The world must be cleansed. The next time the Fall begins, it will not end.”
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      Magda stared forward as she knelt before the clan leaders, and forced herself to keep her emotions in check. It wasn’t easy. Question followed question, all of them directed at Lucinda. She wanted to go to Lucinda and help. Ascara held her back with a light touch to her knee and a shake of the head. She felt useless. She couldn’t even understand what they talked about and had to wait for Ascara to translate for her.

      She knew when Lucinda became the Raven. She could feel the touch of the spirit inside her own soul. When she grasped hands with Ascara, she found great comfort in that touch, as though Ascara also knew how she felt. She wished that she could have offered comfort to Lucinda too, but she didn’t seem to need it. The clans accepted Lucinda. She could see their acceptance. They cheered to all she said.

      When Lucinda spoke of the White Raven’s mate, she could feel the grief in Lucinda’s voice. It pierced her through the heart as though the grief were her own.

      “Do I understand that I am now considered acceptable to the Clan?” Lucinda asked in the language of the Clan.

      The Gran Vayana answered Lucinda, and this time Amoha translated into Anglish. “You were always acceptable to the Clan; the Earth chose you, and that is enough for us. What we seek to understand now is if you know who you are.”

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said. “If you would take my advice, then you should have these memories, these stories recorded on paper. They would last a lifetime and beyond. Your wisdom would reach beyond the Clans, and the world would be enriched.”

      Amoha nodded. “We have thought this too.”

      “Commander Morales would love to copy and transcribe your histories,” Magda added.

      “We know. He has asked,” Amoha replied. There was something in the way she spoke of him.

      “Is there a problem with Quentin?” Lucinda asked.

      “He demanded a place at this meeting,” Amoha said, “but he has no place here. And he has no power to demand. This is Clan, not a meeting of his Order.”

      “But I am here,” Magda said.

      Amoha smiled, and there seemed to be an indulgent fondness to the way she looked at her. “Of course, you are here. You are Ice. You are with Fire. And you both are part of our Raven. That is enough for us. Did you not hear her story?”

      “I did,” Magda said.

      “Then you are as welcome in the Clan as anyone else here this day,” Amoha answered.

      “Amoha, I thought you got on well with Quentin and the Order?” Magda asked. “I did not know there were problems.”

      The Gran Vayana spoke, but Amoha translated. “Note this, Ice, the Order has our interest, but never our trust.”

      “I see,” Magda said.

      “And now that the Raven is amongst us, we need nothing more,” Amoha added.

      “Has something happened to make you feel this way?” Magda asked.

      “Ask him what he does beneath this good earth, and then we will see,” Amoha said.

      “I don’t understand. The Order has some laboratories below ground, mostly researchers and records,” Magda said.

      “Is that what he calls it?” Amoha asked.

      “Yes. I have seen them,” Magda replied.

      “Seen them all?”

      She couldn’t answer that. There were doors that she had never opened.

      “I thought so.” Amoha turned back to Lucinda. “Better yet, my Raven, perhaps you should ask the Tower to show you what he does.”

      “It seems as though you know things I do not,” Lucinda said.

      “We suspect, and that is all. Yet what is certain is that we can have little trust in one who has yet to decide which side he follows.”

      The Gran Vayana held up a hand and all conversation ceased. She turned to Magda and stared. “You have something?” she asked in accented Anglish. She pointed at the box that, until then, seemed to have been forgotten.

      “Yes. I have something,” Magda said. She rose to her feet and placed the box at the feet of the Gran Vayana.

      “What?” she asked.

      “This is something from the pyramid in Gypta,” Magda said. She opened the lid and took out the damaged Astrarium they’d recovered.

      The Gran Vayana narrowed her eyes. “What know you of this?”

      Lucinda rose to her feet and stood beside Magda. “This is the Astrarium of Ichytheria. I have touched this and read the truth of it,” she said in Anglish. “Matched with the Astrarium of Gidhera and the Plantasia.”

      At the mention of Gidhera, the Gran Vayana nodded. “My thoughts must gather for this. We speak later.” She looked at Magda. “Queen of the North,” she said in halting Anglish, “why do you not lead your people when they need you?”

      Magda stared at her. “For one thing, I am no queen. For another, I was cast out. Denounced.”

      Aloha translated.

      “Rubbish,” said the Gran Vayana in Anglish. “You would deny your people because someone hurt your feelings?”

      Magda turned bright red, her anger grew almost palpable. “They cast me away, they wished me dead, and so they do not need me. There is nothing for me there.”

      “There is much for you there. They need you. They might not know it yet, but they will, once you have spoken with them and shown that you are the leader they need.”

      “Why does everyone want me to be a queen of nothing more than ice and boats?” Magda asked.

      “Because you are the Queen of the North. Allentoft. Take your heritage. Save your people.”

      Magda said nothing, but Lucinda could see and feel her anger. Cold and stark, she was filled with icy resolve.

      An image came to Lucinda’s mind then. A Tower in ice that shone blue and white. “Does Magda have a tower?” she asked.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      The Gran Vayana shook her head. “I do not know this,” she replied.

      “The T’aalk ou Hisk ond Flucht,” Lucinda said, as though born to the language of the far north.

      Magda couldn’t stop her mouth from opening in surprise. It took a few moments before she could speak. “The Tower of Ice and Floe,” she translated.

      “Yes,” Lucinda agreed.

      “I don’t know of any Tower, but I know of the land, Hisk ond Flucht. These are the lands of the north, a treacherous land that few can navigate,” Magda said.

      “But you can?” Lucinda asked.

      “It is straight forward if you listen to the wind and watch the sea.”

      “Good, we will discover all there is to know soon enough,” Lucinda said.

      “What?” Magda asked. She looked into Lucinda’s eyes and a flash of silver greeted her. “You’ve seen?”

      “Maybe,” Lucinda answered. “Maybe.”

      The Gran Vayana stood then, and she spoke in the Clan tongue. Magda didn’t understand a word, except one. “Ulfhaed!”

      As the Gran Vayana called out for Ulfhaed, Ascara moved to kneel before the old woman of the Clans.

      “What’s going on?” Magda whispered to Lucinda.

      “It is Ascara’s turn to be questioned and tested.”

      

      Ascara knelt before her grandmother and tried not to cringe like a whipped dog. She had been summoned, and she would answer.

      “I understand you have found your beast,” the Gran Vayana said.

      “Yes, Grandmother. The rage has consumed me and a beast stepped forth.” She stared at the ground. “I beg your indulgence, Grandmother. There is much I do not understand and would wish to discuss with you, or whoever can help me.”

      “Look at me, child.”

      Ascara looked up into the kind face of her grandmother.

      “Be with your beast, be proud.”

      “No, please. I cannot do this,” Ascara said.

      “You will. I demand it. Summon your beast, my child of Fire, summon your beast and call your people. Be Ulfhaed,” the Gran Vayana said. “Be all you might be.”

      “No, Grandmother, please, I cannot.”

      The Gran Vayana snorted and turned her attention back to Lucinda. “Will you call the beast from her?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “I can make her mad. I can call her rage too, but to bring the beast, I am not enough.”

      “Not enough?” the Gran Vayana sounded incredulous. “Not enough!”

      Lucinda turned to Magda, and in Anglish, said, “Ascara’s beast rose for you, for the Queen of Ice. Not for me.”

      “I see. Interesting that you describe her so, my Raven,” the Gran Vayana replied.

      Ascara saw the look which passed between Lucinda and Magda, a truth perhaps. A truth about the three of them. Even her grandmother paused.

      “I do not control my rage, Grandmother. It is wild,” Ascara said.

      “Of course it’s wild. That’s what a beast is. It is wild and untameable.”

      Ascara took one last look at Magda and Lucinda before she knelt before her grandmother.

      “Now, child. I demand it. I wish to see if what I have heard is the truth.”

      “I can’t,” she said. As she looked up, she saw her grandmother’s eyes glow yellow.

      “Summon your beast,” she growled, as her face began to elongate, “or I will have your throat.”

      “No,” Ascara said. Her voice seemed more like a whimper.

      “What beast are you?” her grandmother asked.

      “I—” she started.

      Magda kneeled beside her. For once, Ascara needed her help.

      “What are you, Ascara? Show me.”

      “Don’t ask me that. Please.”

      Magda touched Ascara’s cheek. “Show me what you would be to save me.”

      Ascara howled.

      “I would order you, but I think it better if I beg,” Magda said. “Rise for me.”

      Ascara’s beast needed no more encouragement. The beast grew in her belly in a rage of Fire. She screamed, and the more she screamed, the more her voice seemed to change. She got to her feet and looked at her hands. They were no longer the hands of a normal human woman. Her fingers lengthened and grew thicker and bonier. The nails lengthened into claws made to render. Her whole body grew larger and strained against her leathers. It hurt to be constrained, but it didn’t matter, she had reached the limits of her change. She turned to her grandmother and snarled.

      “Good,” the Gran Vayana said. “A part change. Now, summon your people, Ulfhaed. I would see who comes.”

      Ascara stared at the people around them. She no longer saw them in colour, but she could hear each of them breathe, smell their sweat, and even the flowers and herbs used to cover the dead meat they ate for food. She could smell the wood smoke of the fire and the burning torches. Some were scared, and the smell of fear fuelled her rage. She growled at them, some stepped away, and she snarled.

      “Call them,” demanded her family Alpha. “Call them.”

      She did. Her long howl echoed into the night, and a moment later, she heard the howl of an answer. A dozen people strode into the circle of the council, their eyes red with rage, her rage. They spread out, surrounded Magda and Lucinda as they protected her back. They were ready; she could feel them like voices in her head.

      “Ease off,” said her Alpha.

      Magda stood at her right-hand side and Lucinda at her left. They were calm and settled, their calmness like a balm upon her soul. Ascara took a deep breath and the anger flowed out and into the ground. She rested her hands on her knees and took several deep breaths.

      “Look at your guards,” her grandmother said.

      Ascara looked around. She knew them only in passing, except for Caro’Nina. “You are Ulfhaed?” she asked.

      “Not until you called,” Caro answered. “Looks like I’m one of the crazy ones too.”

      Ascara laughed. “Looks like it.” She turned her attention to her grandmother. “Is this satisfactory?”

      “More than satisfactory,” she replied. “Come to me and kneel.”

      The Gran Vayana placed her hand on Ascara’s head. “You have proven yourself, daughter of my daughter. You are Ulfhaed, and I name you my successor. You will take my place, and be Lina Ascara Vikara. You are the Vayana Onara, my heir and Alpha of all Ulfhaed. Your honour guard has risen to your call, and all Ulfhaed will hear you when you call them. This is the sign that you are accepted as my heir.”

      The Gran Vayana removed a leather necklace from around her neck and held it out. Light glinted from the polished claws attached to the leather thong.

      “No, Grandmother, this is not right.”

      “Shush,” she said. She placed the necklace around Ascara’s neck. “It is your turn now,” she said. She looked up. “I am Lina’Vikara, the Gran Vayana of all the Clans, and with this, the totem of my strength, I name you my heir. It has been discussed, and we are decided.”

      “No,” Ascara said.

      “It is fitting. There is a war coming.” She pointed at Magda. “There stands the Queen of Ice and Air. To match her then, you must be the Queen of Fire and Earth.”

      “Right. And what of Lucinda?” Ascara said.

      “I am the harbinger of doom,” Lucinda said, “and that is more than enough.”

      The Gran Vayana chuckled. “No, not any more, you have grown to be so much more, Lucinda. Now, you are our Queen of Life and Death. You are three, and together, you are our hope for the future. Make me proud. Make us all proud.”

      “Grandmother!”

      “No arguments. We have discussed this, the council and I. Today, as you were in the Tower, we held a council of war. May the Mother bless you all.”

      As one, the council members rose to their feet and started to hoot and holler their support. For a moment, Ascara felt as though they had walked into the roles defined for them.

      “I think you planned this, Grandmother,” she said.

      “I do as the Great Spirits will,” she replied. “Both Mother and Father.”
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      Magda couldn’t help but feel as though she had lost control of her own life. Events had conspired to drag her to places she didn’t want to go, and now events unfolded at a pace beyond control or reason. This place, this here and now, was a catalyst. She could feel that as clearly as the beat of her own heart.

      Magda’s thoughts scattered as musicians stepped into the circle. Three men wearing long leather jerkins entered first, and they beat a steady rhythm on small drums they carried in the crook of their arms. They strode around the circle and chanted in deep, rhythmic voices. Other people joined in; they clapped their hands and stomped their feet in time with the drums.

      Then came a man and a woman. They played much larger drums strapped around their shoulders which hung almost to the ground. They also chanted as they beat a steady boom.

      More people joined them, and they brought with them a couple of large drums. They placed them in the circle, and two men with bare chests came along to beat on the drums. Pipe players came next, their instruments made from the antlers of dear. Finally, a woman joined. When she sang, her haunting, melodic voice acted as a counter to the deeper chants of the male drummers.

      It sounded like a prayer.

      “Heiklung, heiklung,” the musicians chanted, and she sang over them all, and Magda couldn’t help but feel energised by their voices.

      “Heal, cure, mend,” Ascara said.

      “What?” Magda asked.

      “These are the words they sing, but in a language so old it predates us all,” Ascara said. “Now listen.”

      The words were repeated, now in the words of the Clan, then Anglish, and then a language she did not know at all.

      “They sing in many languages so that everyone can know the meaning of the songs. But the real power comes when they speak the language of the ancients.”

      Magda listened more carefully. Ascara was right, they sang words in Anglish, Rabian, Trade, and even the Oceanic language of her float. Impressed, she listened to the chanting with greater focus.

      “Knit bone, stop the blood, mend soul. Knit bone, stop blood, rot gone. Joint heal, ease sick, soul aid.” Over and over, until the words flowed through her, and she lost herself in the ebb and flow of sound and language.

      Amoha grabbed her arm and pulled. “Come now,” she said. “This is the healing chant. They will sing this for a long while so that anyone who needs their help can get it.”

      “Do they cast a spell then?” Magda asked.

      “Not as such, but they take the magic of our Mother and make it into sound.”

      “It is old, isn’t it?”

      “Yes,” Amoha answered.

      “Does the magic work?” Magda asked.

      “Of course the magic works. Our Mother always answers the call of those who seek Her love.”

      “Are they Clan?” she asked.

      “Eropean Clans. And their tribe walks the wastes between the ice and the warmth of the plains. But they go wherever there is hurt.”

      “And do we hurt?” Magda asked.

      “We call a council, and hearts and minds are always in need of healing at such things.”

      Amoha led her through the open ground. People had started to crowd around the musicians and many were dancing. “They heal now and they celebrate.”

      Magda had to admit they did seem in a good mood. They had been serious, and now they looked happy, all smiling and laughing.

      “It is time to party,” Amoha said. “We are gathered. A new leader, like a queen, and her guard have been named, and it is time to celebrate.”

      “I don’t get this queen bit,” Magda admitted.

      “Ascara is the Gran Vayana’s heir. It has been proven, and no one objects. She will inherit it all.”

      “What exactly will she inherit?”

      “The responsibility for everyone.”

      “Everyone?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, it is her duty to take care of every person, in every clan, across the world.”

      “That is a great deal of responsibility,” Magda said.

      “Yes,” Amoha said.

      They stopped at a gaily coloured tent, large enough to house a whole barracks. Six guards stood by the entrance flap, but they recognised Amoha and swept back the side flaps so she could lead the way inside.

      The Gran Vayana and several other of the Clan elders were already inside. They sat around a very long and narrow table with no straight edges which looked as though it was comprised of a slice along the length of a good-sized tree. She could also see a map, and a few tools and implements.

      She bowed with respect to all of them.

      “Captain Stoner, my Queen of Ice and Air,” said Amoha, “please take a seat.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t call me that. I am the queen of nothing,” Magda said.

      Amoha gestured to another seat. “For the Raven, our Queen of Life and Death.”

      Ascara didn’t sit. She took her place next to the Gran Vayana and stared into space. She looked shell-shocked, perhaps even more than Magda. When she looked at Lucinda, however, Lucinda looked so comfortable and appeared to take the whole process in stride.

      

      Ascara wanted nothing more than to leave the council tent, but she knew it was already too late. The Gran Vayana spoke, in the language of the Clan, and although she understood, she felt some relief that Amoha translated every word to Anglish. Not only would Magda understand, but the pause for translation gave her time to think.

      “This Clan council is gathered again, for decisions made earlier must also be witnessed by my heir, the Onara,” she started.

      “Grandmother—”

      “Quiet for a moment. You must learn the patience of your ancestors. What will be is already done.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “The dreamers have spoken of this time since long before I was born. I’d have preferred this to never happen, but this is Mother’s way and we will not disappoint her.”

      Ascara nodded. “What must I do?”

      “We tread lightly, as we always do. Every step we take leads us along a path to the future, and we cannot predict where that future will lead.”

      “Yes, Grandmother,” Ascara replied.

      “You will find this most tedious, but you must understand how it all comes together.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “And when you’re very bored, child, ask the Captain and the Raven how the world fits together. They’ll probably be more inclined to pay attention to the details of this meeting,” the Gran Vayana said.

      She rose to her feet and stood before the table. “Attention, now we are all gathered. We speak with openness. Much must be done.”

      She lifted a small box from under the table and handed it to Ascara. “Let them vote for their need,” she said.

      Ascara went around the room and offered the box to each one in turn. She offered first to the Frika elders. Eloshay Babbabi smiled at her as she slid a narrow token, a simple sliver of wood painted red and yellow, into the box. When she spoke, she used Trade tongue rather than her own language. “I am Lina Eloshay Babbabi, of the tribe Babbabi and the Clan Maasani, I have listened to the wishes of all the tribes, the clans, and all those who would speak. My words are for all of my tribe and the Clan Maasani. There are words too, that are for all of Frika, and I will speak those words too.”

      She glanced at the other elders from Frika. They nodded.

      The round-faced Sau’apa stood up and placed a piece of bone in the box. “I am Lina Tchechi Sau’apa, and I represent the voices of the north.”

      Lina’Verrana rose next and placed a small leather square into the token box. “I am Lina Amoha Verrana and I represent all of Ama’Rica on the behest of Clan Yarron and Clan Verrana.”

      The Gran Vayana rose to her feet. “I am Clan Vikara of Ama’Sota and speak also for Clan Ichtoraan.

      A tall woman in leathers with a wolf pelt across her shoulders stood when Ascara asked for her token. She placed her wooden marker into the box, and when she smiled, the ragged scar along one side of her face grew more pronounced. Strapped to her back, she had a two-handed sword, and knives at both thighs.

      “I am Lina Katrina Ulfoin, the Lino of this Clan is dead,” she said. “I speak for all Eropeans who are not here. We of Clan Ulfoin and Clan Medhoran speak with one mind and one soul. I am also speaker for As’Hia, and the Clan Chiam.”

      “A warrior clan?” Ascara asked.

      The woman stared at her, blue-grey eyes missing nothing. “Aren’t we all?” she said. Her use of clan words seemed accented and almost awkward. She smiled though. “Sister Ulfhaed.”

      Ascara wanted to speak to this leader of Ulfoin, but the Gran Vayana spoke again. “Have all who wish to speak at this time added their token? If you wish to speak, raise your voice now,” she said.

      No one spoke. “Good. Raven, I would ask you to open the lid and pick out a token. And that will be the matter to discuss first.”

      Lucinda looked at the box, lifted the lid, and reached inside. She wore her gloves, and for that, Ascara felt some gratitude. The last thing they needed would be a truth saying in the middle of the council. Lucinda didn’t look as she picked a token, and seemed to make a point of staring at the tent roof. She opened her hand to show a milky stone.

      The Sau’apa rose. “I am Lina Tchechi Sau’apa,” she said. “I raise a simple matter for the Allentoft.”

      “Speak,” said the Gran Vayana.

      “I bring news that the float, Frid’Het Kald, is in trouble,” said Tchechi.

      “What is this name?” the Gran Vayana asked. She turned to Magda. “What means this name?”

      Magda stared at the tabletop. “Frid’Het Kald, when translated to Anglish is ‘frigid place of hell’s spawn’,” she said. “In truth, the float is called ‘Frid Ka Kraichen Het Kald’ or ‘cold enough to freeze a Kraken’s balls’.”

      The Gran Vayana waited for the translation and then laughed. All of the Elders laughed. “We should have had greater contact with a people with such humour. We have missed out.”

      “What is wrong with Magda’s float?” Ascara asked.

      “It is icebound and ice-clad. Their food is low, and the fishing is poor. Some have left the float, but those in power rule with pistol and knife,” Tchechi answered.

      Ascara turned to Magda, to see her reaction after the translation.

      “No,” Magda said. “My father would not permit this.”

      Tchechi bowed. “I am sorry, Allentoft. But your mother and father are no longer with us. Their souls sail the sea unfettered by material things.”

      “No,” she said. She looked shocked and pale, even by her standards.

      Tchechi looked distressed herself. “You must go and—”

      Ascara held up her hand, and Tchechi stopped speaking. “Excuse me,” Ascara interrupted. “I think it would be better if I, your Onara, spoke with the captain alone. This is distressing news and should be dealt with in private.”

      Her grandmother nodded. “Wise choice, if Tchechi agrees?”

      “Agreed.”

      At a nod, Lucinda drew another token. She opened her hand, and Amoha stepped forward. Now it was up to Ascara to translate. “Brief words, but the cities are demanding that we allow them to expand and create more towns, even though their requests have been refused. The cities have started to build a railway to connect with each other. Their use of minerals is increasing. They make filth of our Mother’s good grace and they show no signs of stopping.”

      No one spoke. They looked towards the Gran Vayana; this would be her call. Before she could speak, Lucinda asked, “Is this because they are uniting?”

      “Uniting?” Amoha asked. “No, the charter is for independent cities.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “When we left Rabia, we were to give passage to several diplomats. One of them was—”

      “Adam Phelps,” Ascara interrupted.

      “And who is this?” Amoha asked.

      “The Ambassador for Ama’Rica, and when asked for which city, he replied for all of them.”

      “And where is this person now?” Amoha asked.

      “With the commander. Or he was,” Ascara replied.

      “Then we have an even greater problem with the city-states,” the Gran Vayana said. “We are warned, thank you, my Raven. If they are going to unite and expand then we have troubles ahead. We have seen the steps they have taken, but it did not go well the last time they did.”

      “We will plan this out more,” said Ascara.

      “Yes, we will,” her grandmother said.

      “We need the call of the Raven to call us to arms now,” Amoha said. “These are the words of the Clans.”

      Lucinda shook her head.

      “That is for the future to decide,” the Gran Vayana said. “Now, on to the other tokens.”

      Many of the tokens were consistent with matters already mentioned. Expansion by the cities, trade routes by sea that suffered as a result of the problems with the northern Oceanics. Until Eloshay spoke.

      She took a deep breath. “I am Eloshay Babbabi and I say, for all of Frika, that the holy waters of the Ne’alli’si river must be made to flow through Frika, for all. We beg your assistance, and if none will come to us, then we cannot spare our assistance in any matter outside of our land.”

      “Eloshay, that is blackmail,” Ascara said.

      “Forgive me, Onara. Though you are heir to the Gran Vayana, we are a desperate people. Our people die for want of water to drink and water to grow food. Without either, there will be very few Clan left in Frika. Our dreamers say we will be all but gone in two generations, and in three, no one will even know what it is to be Clan.”

      “Crap. We can’t let this go unanswered. We must respond,” Ascara said. She could feel her rage growing.

      “Ascara!” Amoha said. “We do not race in when anger takes us.”

      “So we leave them to die?”

      “Calm yourself, please, Ascara,” Eloshay said. “This problem is not a new one, and you must not be so upset about a matter of history.”

      Ascara nodded. “But for how many generations have we ignored your requests?”

      Eloshay looked at the floor, but did not answer.

      “Then this would be the number of generations the Clan has failed you. I will not let this go until we have ensured your survival, in whatever way we might do that.”

      “Thank you,” Eloshay answered. “You honour our Clan, our tribe, and our families with your thoughtfulness, and for this, I thank you.”

      “Ascara, you are young and passionate, but there is a truth which must be spoken now. The Clans do not increase as fast as the cities do, and the power of the cities is not of our Mother,” Amoha said.

      “We should do more,” Ascara said. “Make them listen.”

      “They will not,” Amoha answered.

      Eloshay looked at Lucinda. “Will the Raven also honour us with her help?”

      “If I can, I will,” she answered.

      Amoha turned to Lucinda. “Raven, after the Fall, the Angles were home to many of the survivors.”

      “Yes,” she agreed.

      “Now that the years have passed, how many monuments other than the covenant of the towers, exist in honour of our Mother?” asked Amoha.

      “Our Mother did not request much in the way of honour. There are a few monuments to the old times, but there is nothing much, and little in Mid-Angle city itself,” Lucinda replied.

      Amoha nodded. “And how many churches?”

      “To our Mother? None,” she answered.

      “What of the Father? Or the Clockmaker?” Amoha asked.

      “In Mid-Angle, the city, there are five churches,” she answered. “They built a cathedral in East Angle, but I admit I have paid little attention to such places. There has been a rise in time cults, but the Clockmaker features little.”

      “Thank you, but the point is made. The people have been veering away from our Mother and back to the path of our Father. The balance between them is once more upset, and there is nothing that we can do.”

      “Except try and avoid being run over as they expand and take over the world?” Ascara asked.

      “No, Granddaughter. War is coming, and the White Raven proves it,” the Gran Vayana said. “She will lead us to war as she watches the unfolding of the future.”

      “I understand,” Ascara replied.

      “Good, then if nothing else, there is one more burden that you must carry.”

      “Yes, Grandmother?”

      “This issue of the Astrarium.”

      “Yes, Grandmother?”

      “This is an ancient thing of which we have no memory. If there is such a thing in Gidhera, then we must know.”

      “Yes, Grandmother.”

      “If not, then there is only one place you can go.” The Gran Vayana shook her head as though she did not like what she was about to say. “You must seek the changing woman.”

      “Yes, Grandmother. Which problem should I solve first?”

      The Gran Vayana cackled. “All of them, Ascara, all of them.”
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      As they talked, a young woman brought in a tray with small cups and a large jug of some kind of fruit juice.

      “What is that?” Lucinda asked.

      “It’s called orayay, or sunny day. It’s a fruit punch,” Ascara said, “with a little fermentation to give it a little buzz.”

      “Don’t drink much of it though. It can be pretty strong if you are not used to it,” Amoha warned her.

      Lucinda tried a small cup, just to soothe her dry throat. Sweet, cool, and refreshing, she couldn’t ask for better refreshment. As she started her second cup, a young man brought in a tray of food.

      “Those are falouls,” Ascara said. “Flatbread covered with a paste of seeds and nuts with toppings. Try the one with figs; they are my favourite snack.”

      The Gran Vayana looked up. “I know they are your favourite, and you eat so many of them, it is a wonder you are not round like a ball.” She patted her own stomach. “Like me.”

      The Elders spoke more than Lucinda did, and they drank cup after cup of the juice. She’d kept up with them for a while, but lost count at the fifth or sixth cup. Or was that the seventh? She wasn’t at all sure. Didn’t care much either.

      Her thoughts wandered, and the next thing she remembered was Magda, shaking her arm.

      “Lucinda, I think you’ve had enough,” Magda said.

      “I’m fine,” she replied. Although her words were not quite as well enunciated as they should have been. Even her thoughts seemed to be a little uncertain. Her vision wavered, and her limbs seemed not quite her own.

      “You can’t hold your orayay, Lucinda,” Ascara said.

      “Only had a bit,” she replied.

      Ascara laughed at her. “I think not. You’re drunk, Lucinda Ravensburgh, roaring drunk. Your words are all slurred.”

      “Can’t be, I only had a cup or two. And I’m not slurring.”

      Magda chuckled. “You wouldn’t say that if you listened with our ears.”

      “What d’you mean?” Lucinda managed.

      “I think it is very late, my Raven,” Amoha said. “Neither cups nor words will help anyone this night.” She grinned too. Even the serious elders grinned at her.

      “What was in that drink?” she asked. Her thoughts, however, grew even more vague and amorphous.

      “Too much spirit for you,” Magda said.

      “There is not much spirit in the drink usually,” Ascara said. “The fruit is hand-picked by the children when the days are sunny and hot. The older ones squash the juice out of the fruit later in the day. They make it a competition to see who gets the most juices without filling the collecting bowls with too much pulp.” Ascara laughed. “I recall when I was that age, we drank fermented apple juice, like the cider of West Angle. It was a treat to make us work harder, and it always worked.”

      Lucinda groaned. Magda and Ascara moved to her side as she wavered on her feet.

      “Are you all right?” Magda asked.

      “They were all drunk when they made the drink. Very drunk,” Lucinda said. She felt her legs give way as Magda swept her up in her arms.

      “Is she all right?” Amoha asked.

      “It is all well. All those that contributed to the orayay were drunk, and Lucinda is a combination of their drunk and her own drunk all at once,” Ascara said.

      “Is that even possible?” the Gran Vayana asked.

      “She reads the truth in all she touches, no matter the form,” Ascara answered. “Once I saw her reading the truth from the grains of sand in the desert.”

      “Apologies,” her grandmother said. “We did not foresee this.”

      “Neither did I, Grandmother. I’m sorry,” Ascara said. “Please excuse us now, we must take our Raven back to her Tower.”

      

      Magda had started to undress Lucinda, with Ascara’s help, when Lucinda woke. She giggled. “Are we sleeping together now?”

      “Lucinda,” Magda said, her voice stern. “Now is not the time. You are drunk.”

      “Come on,” Lucinda said, and pulled back the covers.

      “No, Lucinda,” Magda said.

      “Come on, Ascara. You’ll not refuse.” Lucinda pouted.

      Ascara chuckled. “I’d rather you were fully aware, my Raven.” She kissed the top of Lucinda’s head as they covered her with a blanket once more.

      “You’re no fun, either of you,” Lucinda said. Her eyes started to flutter closed. “I need you both,” she said. A moment later, she fell asleep.

      “Well, that was an unexpected end to the day,” Magda said.

      “She never drinks that much,” Ascara said.

      “Nor is she that affected, as a rule.”

      “True. I didn’t think she could react to her food or drink in this way. Do you think, it’s because she is near her Tower and the seat of her power?”

      Magda thought about that for a moment. “Or is she becoming more sensitive? Does that mean we have to worry about the food that she eats?”

      “I hope not. That would make her life difficult,” Ascara answered.

      “She has never been sensitive to the food before.”

      “I know.” Ascara stopped. “There was this one time when I picked the fruit. We’d helped the youngsters to gather the fruit from the cacti. But we all found ourselves covered in spines.”

      “What happened then?”

      Ascara laughed. “We crushed the fruit and got drunk. We didn’t have fermented apple in Gidhera, but we grew grapes and made wine, and that is what we drank. We drank so much we were useless, and our families found us all, every one of us, asleep in the desert because we couldn’t find our own village.”

      Magda snickered at first, then laughed so hard her sides hurt. “Yes, I can imagine you doing that. I bet you encouraged them all.”

      “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Right.”

      “Fancy a cup of tea?” Ascara asked.

      “Good idea. With a glass of brandy?”

      “Perfect. We could sit up top and watch the party from here. You know the clan parties are famous, don’t you?”

      “Famous? For what?” Magda asked.

      “Our council meets are always about getting drunk. There will be a clutch of babies in about nine months, too.”

      Magda shook her head. “You’re incorrigible.”

      “I try,” Ascara agreed. “I do try.”

      

      Lucinda awoke some time in the middle of the night. Or, at an hour so early the sun had not yet risen above the horizon. She felt disorientated. She didn’t recall leaving the council meeting, or the walk home. She was alone too, even though she recalled asking both Magda and Ascara to be with her.

      She also remembered she had been drinking. Yet she had no hangover. Nor did she have that vile morning-after taste in her mouth. She tried to settle her thoughts, and for a moment, she felt a little woozy. As though drained of energy.

      Had she used her skills? She didn’t recall doing so.

      Her head cleared, and then she thought of Magda and Ascara. She wrapped herself up in a blanket and left her room. At the top of the tower, she stepped into the cool fresh air and took a deep breath. When she looked towards the clan grounds, she could still hear music and singing.

      Did they not sleep?

      At the base of the stone raven, she saw Magda and Ascara. They sat on the ground, legs splayed in front of them as they rested against each other, but they were asleep now. She smiled; they looked most adorable like this.

      She picked up the empty bottle of brandy which lay on its side between Ascara’s knees. She tutted. Instead of waking them up, she removed her blanket and draped it over the two sleeping women. She’d leave them where they were.

      She had things to do.

      After she’d had a cup of tea, of course, and a moment to put her thoughts in order.
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      Lucinda sat at her desk, her mind a jumble of disparate thoughts, and each one barely related to any other. At that moment, nothing made sense. Memories came and went. Some were her own and others were not.

      She stared at her half-empty teacup. Funny, she could not recall drinking any of it. Her stomach rumbled and she reached for a triangle of sweet shortbread from North Angle. No one made shortbread better than the bakers of North Angle.

      It occurred to her, as the delicate biscuit crumbled on her tongue, that she had no idea where these provisions came from. Not for the first time, she realised she had no legitimate income, and this left her in quite a dilemma.

      Should she maintain her retainer with the Order? In which case, she would have to operate for the benefit of the Order and at Quentin’s whim. It had seemed such a good idea at first, when she had been the primary of the Rainbow tower, but now she was not so sure. She could continue to live off the charity of the Clans, too, but that did not sit well with her.

      The world was changing around them, and she needed to be independent, not reliant on one faction or another. She closed her eyes. How could she have any kind of income whilst here, in the middle of nowhere?

      The ground beneath her feet shivered.

      “I know,” she answered. “You are right, our relationship has suffered because I am rarely here.” How could she be expected to bond with her Tower when they were apart so often? “I should take time,” she said.

      She got to her feet and stood next to the walls so that she could drape her fingers over the warmth of the stone.

      “I know I’m impatient. But I—”

      The wall shivered. Not much, but she could feel the shiver through the tips of her fingers.

      Lucinda stopped. She understood the Tower. Did the Tower understand her thoughts as well?

      The floor shivered. Yes. The answer was yes.

      “I have a couple of things,” she said out loud. “It’s about the doors here, or rather the lack of them,” she said. Lucinda moved to the study exit. Although Phara and Tayha had rigged sheets of beautiful, colourful fabrics to cover the entrances, Lucinda preferred a little more control and privacy. She placed her hand at the edges of the stone and concentrated on the features she wanted. “I need a door,” she said out loud. Then she imagined the way the doors had opened at the Rainbow Tower and focussed on the way the entrance door operated.

      The ground shivered and an inch-thick slice of stone slid across the doorway, sealing her inside.

      “Thank you,” she said. The ground shivered beneath her feet and she smiled. “I’d like the same set up in every room,” she said, and the ground grumbled. “I like what I like,” Lucinda said. “It’s good for security and privacy.”

      The Tower shivered.

      “Yes, I know you make it safe, but I like to be alone sometimes.” Lucinda smiled to herself; this reminded her of the interactions she’d had at the Rainbow Tower. “Whilst we are talking and I’m here alone, you can give some thought as to why you chose this place. How on this good earth am I supposed to earn a living as a psychometrist when no one can get here?”

      The floor shivered. The whole Tower shivered. The colour bleached from the walls and the floor, and her black stone of the Tower turned white. A white Tower, and now the stone looked as pale and as smooth as marble.

      “Oh bugger, that’s why I am here. Not to help. Not to read objects or settle disputes. I’m the warning the Clan needed. White Raven. I’m to be the witness of the end?”

      She felt a warmth inside. An agreement.

      “I do not wish this life to end. It can be saved.”

      The ground shivered.

      “You think so too,” she said. As she spoke, a stone seat rose out of the floor. “You wish me to take the seat again?”

      She didn’t wait for an answer; instead, she removed her clothing and stood naked next to the seat.

      “This is why I need doors,” she said, “so no one can see this.”

      As she took a seat, she wondered if this would be some form of secondary ascension. The stone softened around her and moulded itself to her contours. She closed her eyes, cleared her thoughts as best she could, and waited for the Tower to speak.

      Her mind filled with an image of the plains outside, and the thousands of people, the members of the Clans as they went about their business. She saw her Tower, and the stone raven shone white in the early morning sun. One wingtip glowed red, and the other glowed a pale blue. “Our Tower,” she said. She even saw Magda and Ascara, still asleep, covered in the blanket she had draped over them.

      “I see this,” she said. Then she saw herself standing over the two sleeping women. “Mine,” her mental image said. She became a bird, a white raven. And a possessive ‘mine!’ roared through her mind.

      “We are yours.”

      The pictures in her mind shifted, and she saw the familiar image of a fractured earth. There were differences this time. Some of the fractures had been healed, and the world seemed stronger. A white bird flew this world, calling out a warning. But only Fire and Ice seemed to listen. They and the towers that sprung up.

      A shadowy figure with multiple arms tried to rip the world apart. The world wavered and she could see not only this world, but the realms beyond, as they fractured and faded into nothing.

      Lucinda opened her eyes. She knew what she needed. They would raise Towers, lots of Towers. She would call them forth, rip them from the very rock of the world and make Mother Earth whole again. Then they would face this shadow, whoever or whatever this enemy was.

      She stared at the wall, her mind her own again. There were no images to distract her. She had work to do. Lots of work. They needed to plan the places they would visit and where they would raise towers.

      From her rather poor collection of books, she selected a slim, leather-bound volume, ‘Around the World by Air, and Sea, and Land,’ written by Lord Alfredo Fegg of East-Angle. She didn’t bother reading most of the book this time, but turned to the section on the northern ice ranges. However, it seemed as though Lord Fogg had decided that the frozen wastelands were not worth a visit.

      She scanned the section on Ama’Rica and Ama’Sota, but she discovered little of value, other than to reiterate what she already knew. Except that Fogg called the cities city-states, and that they numbered seven in Ama’Rica, and six in Ama’Sota. Thirteen cities. Thirteen independent city-states. Thirteen.

      Lucinda took a sip of her cold tea, then drained her cup dry. She strode over to the wall, and then remembered her lack of clothing. She chuckled; an undressed Raven would certainly get the tongues wagging. She dressed quickly and approached the scrying areas of the wall. She concentrated on an image of the room that had once been her chambers at the top of the Rainbow Tower.

      “Amelia,” she said. “Are you there? Please answer if you are.”

      She heard nothing.

      “Amelia, please.”

      Still nothing. She voiced a mental request to the Tower, to see if that helped. The glassy area grew fuzzy, as though it couldn’t decide whether to be a stone or glass. Then it cleared, and she heard a distant voice.

      “Lucinda? Is that you?” Amelia asked.

      Lucinda took a step backwards and stared at the image of Amelia on the scrying screen. “Amelia. It is I. Can you see me?”

      “Yes, but you are not very clear. I’ve been trying to speak with you for some time, but nothing worked until now. I don’t recall the image of you being this blurry, though,” Amelia said.

      “I agree, but it will clarify as we settle down to speak,” Lucinda said. As she focused her thoughts, the images cleared. “You said you wanted to speak with me?” Lucinda asked. “I have a couple of things to ask as well, but you go first.”

      “All right then, there has been gossip.”

      “What gossip?”

      “About you raising demons and trying to usurp the Prince at Port Ruth,” Amelia answered.

      “Rubbish! If you must know, the Prince of Rabia does not possess the most innocent soul.”

      “Oh? You judge now, Lucinda?”

      “No, but when someone wants to take my soul and use magic to raise the dead, I think I am entitled to have an opinion.”

      “He can raise the dead?”

      “Yes, him and the priests.”

      “What happened?” Amelia asked.

      “I passed the souls on to the realms beyond, but it caused a riot. I did not start any of this.” Lucinda stopped.

      “You never do,” Amelia answered. There was an edge to Amelia’s voice, but she didn’t know why.

      “I might not start things, but I know how to finish them.”

      “Yes, I know that well enough.”

      Lucinda sighed. She needed to change the direction of this conversation. “How goes news of the assassinations?”

      “I wondered if you would ask. Across all of the Angles, we have lost twenty Gifted.”

      “Twenty!”

      “And not just here. The Tower of the Desert Rose has searched, and they believe that we have lost many more.”

      “Mother of us all, how can this be?”

      “The problem seems to have stopped now. But we must be vigilant. Even you, Lucinda.”

      Lucinda thought about what she wanted to say next, but she could feel the Tower urging her to look away. “Wait a moment, Amelia, I have an idea.”

      “Now you see, Lucinda dearest, it’s those ideas which get you into trouble.”

      She moved to the side where she could see the other scrying area. She placed her hands next to the glassy surface and concentrated on the tower of the desert.

      Almost as soon as she focused her thoughts, an image of several women appeared. The Hours were awake and awaiting her. A chorus of voices spoke inside her head, although she had the impression that she could hear them speaking Rabian as well as the translation. Two sets of voices, both at once. Most odd.

      “Welcome,” Lucinda said.

      “Honoured Raven. We have awaited your words and wisdom for many days.”

      Lucinda stepped back into the middle of the room. “Can everyone see each other and hear what everyone says? I have two “windows” to your Towers. Do you also see two windows?”

      “No, we see and hear only you, Raven,” replied the chorus.

      “No, only you, Lucinda,” Amelia replied.

      Another interesting observation.

      She thought of her words. “I wanted to speak to Amelia because she is a remote viewer, and I need to ask about things I cannot see. We also have the Tower of the Desert Rose with us, and you are mostly seers and so will see things through time and distance, a skill I would welcome.”

      She looked from one image to the other and she sensed, rather than heard, assent.

      “This is a tricky time, and there are many paths upon which we might tread. I need to know more before I determine which path.”

      “Raven,” said the chorus of the desert, “there is too much uncertainty for us to give clear advice. All we see is storms and shadows, and the Trinity is at the heart of it.”

      “I understand.”

      “What do you wish of us?” the chorus asked.

      “Amelia, I need you to look at the Oceanics of the north. It has become important. Perhaps.”

      Amelia nodded. “Your Captain is Oceanic; I thought you’d want to keep her all to yourself.”

      “I need to know about these distant floats, Amelia. There is something brewing and I am not sure what it is. If Magda is called north, I would rather be prepared.”

      Amelia sighed, and her chamber seemed to echo with the sound of her voice. “There are thirteen floats around the whole of the globe,” she said. “Within each float, there are smaller arrangements of families attached in name and alliance to the float.”

      “You have looked into the floats already?”

      “I was nosey.”

      “Tell me about Magda’s float,” Lucinda asked.

      “I can’t. Several of the floats fade in and out. They are most difficult to find.”

      “Damn it!” Lucinda said. “Of course. Oceanic skills include being able to mask themselves from other Gifted.”

      “That would explain it,” Amelia said. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “It never came up until now.”

      “Desert Rose, do you have any understanding of the floats?” Lucinda asked.

      The chorus took a breath. All of them at once. “No, the floats have not been of concern to us,” they replied.

      “Does anyone know why there is a Tower in the north, and what it means for Magda Stoner?” She paused a moment to let everyone think about her questions.

      “There is no Tower in the north, but once they had an ark,” the chorus replied.

      “Ark?” Lucinda asked. “They had an ark? An Ark of the Mother’s Covenant?”

      “Uncertain,” they replied.

      Lucinda considered this new information. “That makes sense. Rabia also had an ark, and for a while I thought it was a tower.”

      “An ark to the Father?” Amelia asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “A northern ark would explain why the Oceanics have kept to themselves. Did the same happen in the south?”

      “Yes,” the chorus replied.

      “I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean,” Lucinda said.

      “Raven, our Queen of Life and Death, the Mother of us all gave us Arks to save us, and a covenant of Towers to remind us. Our Father saved his own peoples and those he wished to make his,” the chorus said.

      Lucinda nodded her head. “The Oceanics of the north will be led by the Father then.”

      “Yes,” the chorus replied.

      “My Captain’s float seems to be in disarray. What should I advise?”

      She paused again, and the chorus spoke into her mind. “A forgotten promise, Raven.”

      “Yes?”

      “Without an Allentoft in the North, we shall see the world fall,” they answered.

      “Why? What does that mean?”

      “It is not a world into which we can see,” they said. “But the north will stand or it will fall, and we will go with it.”

      Lucinda scowled at these words. “Meanwhile, Magda will do nothing.” Lucinda shook her head. “What do we know of the union of the Ama’Rican cities?”

      “There is no union,” Amelia answered.

      “If a union existed, then there will be much bloodshed,” the chorus said. “This we see. For the cities have already forgotten their past.”

      “I think I know who to ask about this,” Lucinda responded. “The fourth issue is the river of Frika, Ni’Alli’Si,” she said.

      “The holy waters that bring life,” the chorus added.

      “Yes, the Clans are dying for want of water,” Lucinda said. “How can this be remedied?”

      “The waters of the Ni’Alli’Si feed all the people of Frika, but the river has not been allowed to run free for many generations.”

      “Why?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because those that can take often do, and no one can satisfy the desires of the rich and powerful,” they replied.

      “Not good enough. How can we undo the damage?”

      The chorus seemed to think for a moment. “We can see no certain path to success, but there are many ways to fail. We cannot help. The Tower of the Waning Moon might help.”

      “Waning Moon?” Lucinda queried.

      “That would be our Tower,” Amelia answered.

      “I thought you were the Moon Tower?”

      “So did I, Lucinda, but apparently there is a Waxing Moon Tower, too.”

      “Waxing Moon Tower? I do not know this one.”

      “You haven’t made it yet,” the chorus replied.

      Lucinda groaned. “It seems that I am to be busy,” she said.

      “Very,” Amelia agreed.

      “One problem at a time. Amelia, will you distance view the waters of the river to see what you can find out?”

      “And the north?”

      “The north, too.”

      “Of course, Lucinda,” Amelia said.

      “Thank you.”

      “You know we miss you? Perhaps you could visit?”

      “I miss you too, but it has been so busy here.”

      “Raven,” the chorus called out.

      “Yes?”

      “Perhaps you should focus your particular attention on the Astrariums.”

      “Then what can you tell me of them?”

      “We can tell you very little. They are cloaked in confusion, as though they are to be hidden from the eyes of the seers.”

      “But what are they for? Why do they exist?” she asked.

      “We do not know, Raven, but your opposite number will seek them as well.”

      Lucinda frowned for a moment. “What?”

      “You are the representative of our Mother, and your opposite represents the Father. Light and dark.”

      “Yes, but what does that really mean? And who is this other one?”

      “Do you really not know?” the chorus asked.

      “I wouldn’t ask if I knew.”

      “You are the Mother’s Raven, and our Father has the Clockmaker.”

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      “We do not know, but if the Mother is life, then He must be death,” the chorus answered.

      “Mother makes and Father destroys,” Amelia said.

      Lucinda considered their words, but she was not convinced that she represented the light, or good. Yet Lucinda could hear nothing but truth in their words. They believed in what they knew. At the same time, she could taste something else. Something unknown, as though they missed something important.

      “The answer is nine, Raven,” the chorus said. “This is a trinity of time,” they said.

      “And what on this good earth does that mean?” As she wondered about it, she heard the sound of stone brush against stone. She turned around as the doorway opened and Magda and Ascara stepped into the room.

      “Having a chat with the ladies?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes,” Lucinda answered.

      “I think we got a hint of that eternal battle, good versus evil,” Magda said.

      The chorus answered this one. “There is no eternal battle. It is creation and destruction. Life and death. But between them stands a whole world of misunderstanding.”

      “How can there be any misunderstandings about death?” Magda asked.

      “Death is not the end, and there are realms of being that are not one nor the other, but both, or nothing like it,” the chorus answered.

      “This is true,” Lucinda said.

      “Can I ask a question?” Ascara said.

      “Ask away,” Lucinda replied.

      “If I wanted to find the changing woman at the bridge of Ama, where would I look?”

      “You already know the location of the bridge, Rage of Fire. This is the Ark of spirits. Go there and a way will be revealed, if they wish it,” the chorus answered.

      “You already knew she would ask,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes,” they replied.

      Lucinda looked up at the screens and knew she would gain no further information. “Thank you all for your assistance. Good luck and best wishes.” As she finished, the view panes darkened and became no more than glassy stone.
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      Lucinda dismissed the screen and turned her attention to Magda and Ascara. “Well, good morning to you both. Did you sleep well up on the tower?”

      “I have a crick in my neck,” Ascara said.

      “Have you indeed. I thought you said you were soldiers and could sleep anywhere,” Lucinda said.

      “Who said that?” Ascara asked. “Lies, all of it.”

      Magda chuckled. “The first time we were in the tower, you suggested that Lucinda was too soft to sleep on stone.”

      “Did I say that? You must be mistaken,” Ascara said.

      “No matter. You two looked very cute all snuggled up under a blanket,” Lucinda said. “I would have joined you, but you know, I’m too soft to sleep on stone.”

      Ascara laughed.

      Magda waved at the walls. “You’ve been talking with the Towers. Amelia and the Hours?”

      “Yes,” Lucinda answered.

      “We heard a little at the door, but not much,” Ascara added.

      “I need to have a little word with the Tower about privacy,” Lucinda said. “Usually a closed door means no entry.”

      The Tower answered her with a rumble at her feet.

      “Don’t get all high and mighty with me,” she replied. A section of the wall seemed to melt, the surface appeared glassy, and an image of a white bird, a flame, and a snowflake rotated about each other.

      “Pft!” Lucinda said.

      “What does that mean?” Magda asked.

      “The Tower is in a good mood, it seems,” Lucinda said. “Ask, and you shall receive.”

      “I like that,” Ascara said. “Perhaps I should ask for—”

      Lucinda covered Ascara’s mouth with her hand. “Don’t wish for anything right now. You don’t know how it might be interpreted.”

      “Never mind all of that. Will you tell us why the Tower is all white now?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda shrugged. “It’s only just happened. It’s to show the world that the Raven is white, I am here, and the warning is given.”

      “What are we going to do about it?” Ascara asked.

      “I think we are going to have breakfast,” Magda replied. “I need tea, something to eat, a shower, and fresh clothing, and not necessarily in that order.”

      “I need a shower,” Ascara said. “We could always—”

      “Don’t even go there,” Magda replied.

      “You’re the one who drank all the brandy. The least you could do is wash my back,” Ascara said.

      Lucinda laughed. “Fickle woman, does your attention wander so rapidly? Have I already been replaced in your affections?” Lucinda asked.

      “There’s more than enough to go around,” Ascara said. She grinned. “More than enough.”

      Lucinda shook her head. “Let’s see what there is to eat in the kitchen, then we can discuss what we will do next.”

      “And Ascara Teamaker will make us a perfect cup of tea,” Magda said.

      “Good, tea will help me think,” Lucinda said.

      “About?” Magda asked.

      “About all the issues we have dealt with, and all the things we have yet to do. I have heard not a word from Quentin.”

      “Well,” Magda said. “He must have a lot on his plate.”

      “Too much to find out what happened at the funeral? Or whatever happened to Sh’Na?”

      “He has had reports, full reports,” Magda said. “He’s always been well informed of all pertinent information.”

      “And I can attest that all of Captain Stoner’s reports are always full of pertinent information,” Ascara said.

      “Still, he should be here asking about other things. They raised the spirits of the dead.”

      Magda nodded.

      Ascara nodded too. “I agree.”

      “Come on, you two. You should know more of what is going on. He has the diplomats and one of them represents a union that doesn’t, or shouldn’t, exist.”

      “What are you saying, Lucinda?” Ascara asked.

      “That your Commander and leader is playing a game that isn’t necessarily good for anyone,” Lucinda said.

      “Except for the Order,” Magda said.

      “Except good for Quentin,” Lucinda said. She frowned. What was he up to?

      “We should consider this complication with great deliberation and discretion,” Magda said.

      “Loads of discretion,” Ascara added.

      “This question is not new to either of you, is it?”

      “Sometimes we have to be mindful of the way things work. We have a job to do. We do it as well as we can and try to avoid the complications,” Magda said.

      “I think the complications are catching up with us,” Lucinda said.

      “They are. That’s why we need a cup of Ascara’s tea,” Magda said.

      Ascara laughed as she raced down the stairs. “On it!”

      Lucinda reached for Magda’s hand. “Magda, when I spoke to the Hours and to Amelia, did you hear anything about what they said about the north?”

      Magda nodded. “I did.”

      “Then how do you feel about us travelling to your float?”

      “Lucinda...”

      “I think we need to ascertain whether the threat is real or not.”

      Magda stiffened. “I do not like this at talk of the north at all. And I am not sure that the clans or the towers speak well of Oceanics. I would not trust every word as absolute truth.”

      “Magda, it is more than just words. The north has become an issue, and I think we both need to see what that means,” Lucinda said. She placed her other hand in the middle of Magda’s chest. “I think you have a problem with trust. Let me say this. I trust you, and I trust Ascara. I know your heart as well as I know my own. Everyone else has an agenda, even when they don’t know it.”

      “What agenda?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “I don’t know. But more and more often, when people talk, their words leave a funny taste in my mouth. And if something tastes funny, it usually is.”

      “I understand,” Magda said.

      “Good, because sometimes I’m not sure I do.”

      Magda wrapped her hands around Lucinda’s and squeezed. “If you want us to go north, then when do you want us to leave?”

      “As soon as we can. But I think we need as few as possible to know what we are up to.”

      “A couple of days then?”

      “No arguments, you agree to go north?” Lucinda asked.

      “If you think it is important, then it is.”

      “Just like that?”

      “It seems to me that this heritage of mine has created a whole raft of problems.”

      “Yes,” she said, “your wife tried to kill you for it.”

      Magda closed her eyes for a moment. “I don’t know why, but perhaps now is the time to discover the truth. I can see only trouble ahead if this is our path.”

      “We don’t have to go if you would rather we didn’t.”

      “I would not be the woman you think I am, nor would I be good enough to stand at your side, if I didn’t tackle whatever issue we have before us. I’m confident that we can face anything, as long as we all stand together.”

      Lucinda leaned in towards Magda. “Always.”

      Farther down the stairs, a delicate, but false cough caught her attention. “Yes, Ascara?”

      “Can I join in this time?” she asked.

      Lucinda held out her arm. “Come here.”

      Ascara raced up the last few steps and, when she stopped, she slid her arms around their waists. “I heard you talking,” Ascara said. “We are three, and we are one. I would stand by both of you no matter what we have to face.”

      Magda smiled. “I am always honoured to be with you both. We are blessed and very Gifted women. We can make a difference.”

      “We don’t need to be Gifted to make a difference,” Lucinda said.

      “Very true, but it helps. Especially when we are 'gifted' with such a skilled tea maker,” Magda said.

      Ascara stepped back and slapped Magda on the shoulder. “You’ll be wearing it, not drinking it at this rate.”

      Magda laughed.

      Lucinda turned away and started walking down the stairs. “I have no idea what you two got up to last night, but obviously a bottle of brandy turns you into teenagers.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Magda said.

      “If you joined us with the brandy, we could all be teenagers together,” Ascara suggested. She looked at Lucinda, a cheeky grin on her face. “Or maybe we should make that a cool glass of orayay?”

      “I tell you what,” Lucinda said. “When we are done with all the troubles ahead, when our Mother is happy and safe, then we’ll all three of us enjoy a drink together.”

      “Deal,” Ascara said.

      “Definitely,” Magda added.

      “First, we need to get serious, plan our moves, and persuade Quentin to let us take Verity out again.”

      “I’ll take care of that,” Magda said.

      “And the less Quentin knows, the better,” Lucinda said.

      “Do you want to check out the underground rooms?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda thought carefully about that. “I would like that, but somehow I don’t think much will change. And I would rather we use the services of Verity before I annoy Quentin.”

      “Wise,” Magda said. “I can’t disagree with you at the moment.”

      “Good. One more thing, we’ll need Nurse Chester with us,” Lucinda said. She rolled up her sleeve to show her hands and arms. The colour of her skin, although not yet normal, showed the reduced effects of the mummy’s touch. “Much better under her care, as you can see.”

      Ascara tutted. “Lucinda, Lucinda.”

      “Don’t,” Lucinda said. Her cheeks warmed up, and she knew she blushed. “She has been massaging the skin with assorted oils. She has good hands.”

      “I bet she does,” Ascara said. She snickered.

      “I have no intention of taking any unnecessary crew,” Magda said. “However, I will consider this request. If not, I am sure Nurse Chester will be more than willing to provide us with the necessary creams.”
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      Magda stood on the flight deck and stared at the world through the front observation windows. Their departure from Verity Field had taken several days, not the two she’d promised Lucinda. Commander Morales had been reluctant to release the ship at first, and he had been insistent about Verity’s maintenance. Magda knew the flight across the desert had been hard on the airship, but even so, the ship had a great crew and she was in good condition.

      She rested her hand against the steel and wood mullions that held the small panes of glass. Although the delay had been a frustration, it had turned out to be a blessing. She had taken leave at the tower, as did Ascara, and she had planned all she could for a trip north.

      In the ice, planning and preparation would be everything. Verity could fly anywhere, but she would not be able to take them close enough to the polar regions. It was why the Oceanics liked the poles. Very few could get there.

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said. His words interrupting her thoughts.

      She turned around. “Yes?”

      “Commander Morales wants an update on your flight log. They say the flight plan is a little vague. You have the trip marked as training and advanced drills.”

      “That is correct. The flight plan begins with a flight to Mid-Angle, I have no plans to change that as yet.”

      She half listened to Mr. Williams as he relayed her reply.

      “Are we off to the Angles?” Isgul asked. “I can’t navigate until I know where you want us to go.”

      “Yes, head to the Angles,” she said, “as per the flight plan. And keep us low. I want to feel the sea breeze in my face.”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Koryk.

      She turned back to the window. It was good to be in the air again, even if she did not relish the task ahead. She would face her past, but not just because Lucinda wished it. It was time to face those who had left her to die.

      She looked to her left, and Ascara also stared out of the observation windows, her sword stuck to her back. They had been out of the camp for no more than an hour, and she had already prepared for a fight. To her right, Lucinda seemed to spend more time looking at the crew. She looked happy, too, relaxed even.

      “No need for anger,” Lucinda said.

      “I’m not,” Magda replied.

      “Of course not,” Lucinda said. She smiled though, and Magda knew that her inner emotions had been obvious. Obvious to Lucinda anyway.

      “I’m fine,” Magda said. “Mr. Williams, if you would be so kind as to make a connection with Wash Town. I wish to speak to Mayor Redkite at his earliest convenience. I would also wish to speak with Ed Gilroy, also at his convenience. Tell them it is vitally important. And private.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said.

      “Helm, set a wide approach, heading east to the Angles, then head to the Wash Town from the usual northerly approach,” Magda said. “Isgul, if you would be so good as to set the course, and make it a wide one.”

      “Aye,” Isgul answered. He turned to look out of the windows. Not that he needed to see the sky. Blind, he saw their course with senses that had little to do with his eyes.

      “Aye, Captain,” Valara answered at the helm.

      “Jyg, Jayg, increase altitude to three thousand feet, and keep us nice and steady.” Of course, Jyg and Jayg didn’t reply, they never did, but Magda could feel the change in the ship almost as soon as she mentioned it. The increased hum as they ascended and the vibrations beneath her feet soothed her. Her world on Verity was one which she knew and could control.

      She smiled to herself. “Mr. Williams, put me through to Engineering.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      She waited whilst he fiddled with the controls at his console.

      “Engineering on the line,” he said.

      She took the earpieces from the hook at the side of the console and hung them over her ear. She lifted the mouthpiece and grinned as she spoke. “Engineering?”

      “Aye, Captain. Officer Finch, here.”

      “Well, Officer Finch, we are going to increase speed. I want everything you have, and I want it at your earliest.”

      “Aye, Captain.” He paused. “Might we expect a drill of some kind?”

      She tried to hide her smile. “I can neither confirm nor deny the possibility, or not, of any kind of drill. I would just like some speed.”

      “Aye, Captain. On it.”

      “Good,” she replied and removed the earpieces. “Altitude?”

      “Three thousand feet above the sea, Captain, as you requested,” Koryk answered.

      “Increase altitude by another five hundred feet.”

      “Any reason, Captain?” Koryk answered.

      “Because that is what I want,” Magda replied.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      

      Twelve hours passed without contact with Wash Town, and after the passage of so much time, Magda didn’t expect they would reply at all. She considered their lack of response to be rude. Annoying, even. Perhaps they blamed the Order for their problem with the agent of Sh’Na? Or maybe they blamed her or Lucinda for it? Either way, she could do nothing more than note their ill manners for future reference and refuse to dwell on it.

      For dinner that evening, Lucinda and Ascara kept her company. They had just started to eat when the speakers in the lounge crackled to life. “Captain to the flight deck, incoming communications from Wash Town. Captain to the flight deck.”

      She placed her knife and fork across her plate and wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Excuse me. Looks like we have a reply. Finally.”

      “I should come with you,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s all right, finish your dinner,” Magda said. She beckoned her cabin boy who stood near the door to the galley. The boy rushed over and stood next to the table and he waited for instructions.

      “Magda, I should come with you,” Lucinda said. “It would be nice to hear from my uncle. And if for no other reason, I can hear their truth as you ask them questions,” she added.

      Magda didn’t need to think for long about the advantage of having Lucinda on the flight deck. “That is a very good point.”

      “And I will come also. I hate eating alone,” Ascara said.

      She turned to the boy. “Looks like we have business to attend to. Ask the galley to keep this warm if possible. I’m sure we’ll be hungry when we are done.”

      “Aye, Captain,” the boy answered. He saluted and began to empty the table. Her stomach grumbled as the boy removed her plate, but she didn’t have the time.

      “And I suppose we will finally understand why it took so long to reply,” Lucinda added.

      “Let’s see what they have to say,” Magda said.

      As soon as she entered the flight deck, all of the crew turned in her direction. Koryk had the deck, Second Officer Ortel sat at the helm, Wilkes sat in the pilot chair, Parick, Swift and Whips at the seats for ballast and elevation. Communications had been passed to Officer Took, a new face to Verity, but she had excellent credentials. She nodded to them all.

      “Right then, we’ll take this on open speakers and room-wide microphone to all of us here, so please be careful of what is said.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Took said. “We have Wash Town. Ed Gilroy is ready for you.”

      “Connect us, please,” Magda said.

      The usual hiss and cackle filled the flight deck and then went quiet. Took nodded.

      “Wash Town, this is Captain Stoner of the airship Verity, respond please,” Magda said. She waited a couple of moments and then repeated. “Wash Town, this is Verity.”

      “Captain Stoner, Ed Gilroy here. I hear you wished to speak with us?”

      “I do. Thank you for getting back to me,” Magda said.

      “Would have been faster, but sometimes there are more urgent matters than chitchat with a distant airship,” he said.

      That put her in her place. “A couple of things,” Magda started. She winced at a burst of high-pitched static.

      “Sorry, Captain,” Took said.

      Magda waved her off. “Still there, Mister Gilroy?”

      “Still here,” he replied.

      “How have things been since our first visit?”

      “Fine,” he replied.

      “No resurgence of any agent of the beast Sh’Na?”

      “No,” he replied.

      “And the Clockmaker?” she pressed.

      “The cult of time, if that is what it was, seems to have diminished now that the main players are out of commission,” he answered.

      “Any problems with the undead?”

      “No.”

      “Any unusual demonic events or episodes?” she asked.

      “Of course not.” Now he sounded quite indignant.

      Magda looked at Lucinda, who nodded and smiled. So far so good. “What are the chances of hiring a ship for a month?” she asked.

      “A ship?” He sounded confused by this question. She heard the sounds of people rushing about in the background. Whispers. They would be busy now trying to see what she had in mind. “We will see what we have,” he said.

      “And how long have you been in negotiations about the illicit formation of a union of the cities in contravention of their charters?”

      “Now you hold on, Captain,” he said. “For one thing, there are no negotiations, not involving us. We do admit that someone came to ask about such a thing, but hell, we are fine just as we are.”

      “Truth,” Lucinda whispered.

      “I am very glad to hear it. Who came to you?” Magda asked.

      “Some chap, Adam Something, I think,” he replied.

      “Adam Phelps, I think it would be,” Magda said.

      “That’s the one,” Ed replied. “What’s the Order got to do with it?”

      Magda didn’t answer his question, instead she asked one of her own. “What did he want and what did he offer?”

      Ed sighed with great emphasis. “He was most emphatic about trading rights between the cities and the Angles. The cities trade with whoever they wish, not because of some silly agreement, and we do not need his permission to trade with anyone. He also promised an end to the sky pirates with an air force for the union, he called it. You know how we suffer from pirates.”

      “I know, and the cost of this protection and trade?” Magda asked.

      “He called it a tithe.”

      “A tithe?”

      “A tithe of our young men and women.” He sighed so loud that it filled the flight deck with sound. “They wanted one in ten of all those of weapon-bearing age, to ensure our place in heaven and on this earth,” he said. “Unfortunately, we would have to send all of our men to him so that they would be trained and ready for the tithe call.”

      “And what was your response?” Magda asked.

      “I told him to shove his alliance up his arse with a red-hot poker,” he said.

      Ascara snorted.

      “Are people listening to us speak?” Ed asked.

      “Just a couple of us on the flight deck,” Magda said.

      “Good lord, then there are ladies present. Excuse my mouth,” he said.

      “It’s all right,” Lucinda said. “I have heard, and said, much worse.”

      “Still, I should be less inclined to be so forthright. I’m afraid the Captain’s questions caught me off guard,” Ed said.

      “How is my uncle, Mayor Redkite?” Lucinda asked.

      “Well and good. Your request to speak with him was denied.”

      “Why is that?” Magda asked.

      “In case you were with that Phelps chap,” he answered.

      Magda looked at Lucinda. “He speaks true,” Lucinda answered.

      “Thank you for your honesty, Mr. Gilroy,” Magda said.

      He laughed. “Would it help my cause if I were to mention an untruth whilst in the presence of the Raven?”

      Magda chuckled. “You have a point, and the answer is no, it would not help you. Not at all.”

      “Are you heading our way?” he asked.

      “Not this time, no. Unless you have a vessel we might hire?”

      “I can get you a small trawler, but really, it would depend on the type of craft you need.”

      Magda thought about it for a few moments. “Unless the boat concerned has a hull strengthened for the ice sheets in the far northern waters, then it probably wouldn’t be suitable.”

      He didn’t respond straight away, but she heard whispers and the rustling of paper. “Then this is your lucky day, Captain Stoner of the Airship Verity,” Ed said.

      “In what way is this my lucky day, Mr. Gilroy?” she asked.

      “I happen to know that there is an abandoned vessel a few miles north of us, in a little inlet, Santo Benya’s Bay,” he said.

      “That’s more than a few miles, Mr. Gilroy.”

      “A few. A lot. That is nothing in an airship,” he replied.

      “True. I also know that Santo Benya’s is a hell of a place to find a ship,” she said.

      “Indeed. So far, I have been unable to get a tug or two there. It is not high on my list of priorities at this time,” he said.

      Magda looked at Lucinda.

      “Truth,” Lucinda whispered, “probably.”

      “You mean it is too far away for you to be bothered?”

      “Pretty much,” he answered.

      “Truth,” whispered Lucinda.

      “What’s the deal then, Mr. Gilroy?”

      “Help yourself to the ship, do what you will, but when you’ve finished with it, then I’d appreciate it if you brought it to me,” he said. “This way we help each other.”

      Magda laughed. “Is it seaworthy?”

      “No idea, but it’s not at the bottom of the sea yet,” he replied.

      “Right. I’ll take a look and if we can use it, we will. If it is an Oceanic vessel, I am obliged to find the owner. If I can’t do that, I’ll bring it to you. How’s that sound?”

      “Well, I would prefer it if you brought it straight to me,” he said.

      “Owner first, Mr. Gilroy. You would wish me to return your ships if I found them floundering off a coast somewhere,” Magda said.

      “True.”

      “Thank you for your information,” she said.

      “You should stop by when you return,” he said.

      “Will you try and shoot us out of the sky?”

      “Not this time, no. I think we might need to discuss a few trade agreements. It would be in all of our interests, especially if the union blockades us,” he said.

      “If I recall, you don’t really need any trade agreements, you are entirely independent.”

      “So is your Order, Captain, or so it is allegedly, but it never hurts to have the right contacts.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind, Mr. Gilroy.”
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      Magda ordered a low-level, slow flyby of Santo Benya’s Bay and stood on the observation deck, viewing glasses in hand, to check for herself.

      The coastline, like that of the Wash Town, was a sheer cliff. The bay, however, looked like a huge triangular chunk of the coast had been pulled from the land and dumped in the sea. Inside the bay, a seaweed-covered shingle beach swept along the base of the sheer cliffs. Seaward, stacks of rocks interrupted the flow of the sea with white tops and booming waves as they hit each stack. From the way the water moved and churned, there would be submerged rocks to worry about as well as the stacks they could see.

      Resting almost on the beach, she saw a ship. She smiled to herself at the sight of this vessel. She not only knew this bay, she knew the shifting sandbanks underneath, too.

      “Goodness, that’s a bigger boat than I expected,” Lucinda said.

      “It’s a fisher. And it’s a chameleon,” Magda said. The more she looked at it, the more excited she got. This would be perfect if it was what it seemed.

      “What’s a chameleon?”

      “It’s something that blends in with the background and isn’t always what it seems to be. This is a lugger, a fishing and cargo vessel for arctic waters. The sails are damaged, but the masts are in excellent condition. Even so, it isn’t really a sailing ship, it has a powered propeller. I bet there is a steam stack hidden there, too. And I would say, without getting closer, that this is an Oceanic vessel.”

      “What does that mean for us?” Lucinda asked.

      “It means this stinks.”

      “How so?”

      Magda wrapped the glasses in a sheet of silk and placed them back inside their protective case. “It’s a good-sized vessel. Exactly the size we would need. It looks in good condition and it appears to be in a seaworthy condition.”

      “And the problem is?” Lucinda asked.

      “A ship in that condition doesn’t get there by accident. It sailed in, around the undersea rocks, and the sand bars, which shift and change with every tide. If that ship had drifted in, then it would be waterlogged or sunk by now. Instead, it’s in almost pristine condition. And that’s the other thing. Where’s the crew, and where’s the name of the ship?”

      “I see,” Lucinda said. “What will you do about it?”

      Magda grinned. “Take a closer look, that’s what we’ll do.”

      “I thought you were concerned that there was something wrong here?”

      “There is. But I’m going to get that ship. If it is in as good a condition as it appears from this distance, then I’ll sail it out. As soon as the tide turns.” She pointed to the cliffs. “You see along the sandy beach, there is a line of green on the rocks?”

      “I see it,” Lucinda said.

      “That’s the high tide line. If we can get in now, prepare the ship, get it into the water, we can sail it out at high tide.” She couldn’t stop herself from grinning.

      “Magda Stoner, I think the idea of boat salvage has you rather excited,” Lucinda said.

      “You bet!”

      

      Koryk saluted as Magda entered the flight deck. “Captain on the deck,” he said.

      “Are we ready?”

      “Aye,” he said.

      Magda rubbed her hands together. “Let’s go get ourselves a little ship, shall we?”

      “Aye, Captain,” he answered. “I think your inner pirate is showing.”

      She laughed. “Valara, bring us around and low.”

      “Aye,” she replied.

      “Mr. Williams, inform the marine unit to ready the rowboat. I want to winch it over the side as soon as we can.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied, and turned his attention to his communications console.

      Magda had not yet finished her instructions, but knew that no matter what orders she gave, her crew follow them. “Inform Engineering that we might need to set up a tug line. We’re too far south to sail her just yet, and I think this one will be too large to lift without dismantling it.”

      “Why not just sail it?” Koryk asked.

      “Because that would tip our hand. No one will know about the ship so long as there are no people on it. Or very few any way.”

      “Who are you thinking of?” Koryk asked.

      “Anyone who cares to pay an interest in our activities, and I don’t want my intentions known just yet.”

      “Do you anticipate that we might be subject to seers or farseers?”

      “At this point I’m not sure, but I’ll not risk it.”

      “Understood, Captain,” he replied.

      “Engineering is making the appropriate preparations, Captain,” Mr. Williams answered.

      Magda nodded. “Excellent. Call the first team of marine rappelers to the ports on the lower gondola. Tell them to prepare for ocean landing.”

      “Aye,” Koryk answered. “They have been ready since the moment we had eyes on the boat. Standard, ten to go, engineers and soldiers. Equipment in the boat. We know the drill.”

      “Excellent,” Magda replied. “I’ll go down with them.”

      “Captain!” Koryk exclaimed. “I must advise against such action.”

      “Advise all you like.”

      “Captain, I would be remiss if I did not point out that you have people to do these things, and you must not put yourself at risk,” he said.

      “Now you sound like Ascara,” she said.

      “It has been pointed out that your health and wellbeing is vital for the success of this mission, so yes, I have been talking to Officer Ascara,” Koryk persisted.

      No one spoke, and even the communications system seemed as mute as the people in the room. She turned about as she heard footsteps coming down the stairs.

      “Were you talking about me?” Ascara said.

      “Yes,” Magda replied. “Seems I am not allowed off the ship. My ship. Not allowed.”

      “This is correct, Captain,” she said. Ascara stood two steps away from Magda, and although Magda tried to stare her down, Ascara did not flinch. “I do not think that you should allow yourself to be compromised in any way. Not now.”

      Magda ground her teeth together and then nodded. “You are right.” She turned to Koryk. “You have this under control?”

      “Aye, Captain. You have made your instructions clear. We know what we need to do.”

      “Then I will be on the observation deck, and I will watch from there.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied. He saluted.

      “Carry on,” she said. “Ascara, with me.”

      She tried not to be irritated with Ascara, but she couldn’t help herself.

      “Are you angry at me?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes,” Magda replied. She strode through the passenger lounge and opened the door onto the outer deck. Ascara followed her, and a few moments later, Lucinda joined them.

      “Well, someone is not best pleased with the world,” Lucinda said.

      Magda didn’t answer. She stood to the side of the bowsprit and stared across the sea.

      “And I will tell you why I know. It started in my gut, and this sensation of burning rage grew so great I thought Ascara had started to combust.”

      Off to one side, Ascara snickered.

      Magda turned to Lucinda. “You knew,” she said.

      “Now don’t go getting all in a tizzy, Magda,” Lucinda said.

      “I’m sorry, Magda. I had to insist, for your own good,” Ascara added.

      “I would be fine,” Magda said. “I could dive into the water from here and swim there faster than the team will row.”

      “But you said yourself, this setup stinks,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, but not that bad. The risks are minimal and worth taking.” She started to unfasten her uniform. “I would be more useful in the water than here.”

      “No. Absolutely not,” Ascara said.

      “This is my ship, Officer Ascara,” Magda said.

      “This has all the makings of a trap, and once you are in the sea, there is nothing that I or anyone else can do,” Ascara said.

      “Ascara, I am as good in water as I am on land.”

      “You might be, Magda, but I am not. I cannot let you risk yourself,” Ascara said. She sounded most determined. “Not now. If you left the ship, I would have to leave with you, and I don’t swim too well. And I certainly don’t think I can jump in from this height.”

      “You should stay on the ship if you are not a good swimmer. You don’t need to go,” Magda said.

      “Yes, I do,” Ascara said.

      “She does,” Lucinda added.

      Magda stopped undressing and looked from one to the other. “What am I missing?”

      She looked at Ascara, but Ascara stared back.

      She turned her attention to Lucinda. “What am I missing?”

      Lucinda shrugged. “Ascara has been your bodyguard since the moment she joined the Order.”

      “What!”

      “I knew you’d be mad,” Ascara said.

      “I don’t need a bodyguard.”

      “That wasn’t for you to decide,” Ascara said. “My orders were from the Gran Vayana and I do not disobey orders from the Clan.”

      Magda snorted. “You are the Onara now. I should be your bodyguard.”

      Ascara shrugged. “There are always replacements for the heir. There are hundreds of worthy Clan-folk to step into my shoes. But you, you are unique and more important.”

      “Stop that.” She stepped forward and grabbed Ascara by the arms. “I am no more important than anyone.”

      “You are the last true Allentoft,” Ascara said.

      “And what does that mean?”

      “We’ll find out when you claim your name,” Ascara replied. “The dreamers say it is important, and if they say it is, then it must be true.”

      Magda shook her head. “What does the Raven make of this?”

      “I think you should let people do their jobs.”

      As they talked, she heard the sirens sound a low tone that marked the opening of hatches. “Come to the side. Let’s watch them retrieve our ship,” Ascara said.

      “Fine,” Magda said. “But when we are closer to the float, I will sail the ship.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Ascara said.

      

      Once security had secured the area, Magda boarded the ship herself. Ascara was not pleased, but if there were no immediate threats, then why not. She was pleased she did; the ship turned out to be in near perfect condition. The sails were shot to hell, but everything else looked perfect. This was not an abandoned vessel; it was a gift.

      On the bridge itself, not only were the controls in perfect order, but they shone with polish and elbow grease. The engine had been refitted, or installed new and also in pristine condition. They had fuel, water, engine oil, everything they could need, including some dry stores, like dried meats.

      This vessel, the Ketch-Meh, according to the nameplate over the bridge, was not only operational but seaworthy and ready to go. Magda examined every inch of the helm and all other controls. Communications were poor, but this did not surprise her; this kind of ship usually did not need much. Besides, they could rig something if they needed to.

      Across the bulwarks, runes had been engraved with great technical accuracy and artistic flair into the metal. And these runes were meant for her. No mistake.

      

      
        
        “Born Magda Allentoft, the landlocked Stoner. Come shake the Kraken’s balls, it is time. Become the Returned.”

      

      

      

      “Fuck,” she whispered. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      “Captain?” A guard turned to her, pistol out and ready.

      “Stand down, soldier,” she said.

      “Aye, Captain. Anything I can do?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, carry on.” She left the bridge and signalled the ship to send down the basket. Her thoughts were so lost in the past, she didn’t even notice the passage of time. So much so that she never noticed standing in the basket or even how long it took to get to the ship.

      An engineer met her as she stood in the lower gondola. “Captain,” he said. She turned her attention to him and nodded. “Officer Ascara requests your attention.”

      “Does she now?” Magda replied.

      “She is in the war room,” he said. The engineer saluted, and Magda nodded back.

      She strode to the war room with great speed. Something was afoot. She could feel Ascara’s agitation.

      She found Ascara pacing the war room, with Lucinda off to the side, and several squad leaders standing at attention at the side of the room.

      “Captain,” Ascara said, “we have a problem.”

      “Yes, we always have problems. It’s just a question of waiting for them to arrive.”

      “Captain?” Ascara asked.

      “A pristine vessel, with my name on it, waiting. And Ed Gilroy sent us,” Magda said.

      “I wouldn’t blame Gilroy,” Lucinda said.

      “Would you not?” Magda asked. “Nevermind. Ascara, what is the matter?”

      “Actually, we have a message from Gilroy. He says sky pirates have been spotted and they are headed in our direction. Also, I have spotters at the topmast and they can see something incoming. Lots of things incoming, but we have no idea who or what they are. Your orders?”

      “Friendlies or hostiles?” Magda asked.

      “Uncertain other than Gilroy’s warning,” Ascara replied.

      “Lucinda, your thoughts?” Magda asked.

      “I have nothing to add.” She frowned. “I can’t touch the earth, and I am blind.”

      “Friend or foe. Is this bad luck, or a setup?”

      “I’m unsure. I don’t sense anything at all,” Lucinda added.

      Magda nodded. “Sound the alarms. We go to battle stations and prepare for the worst.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Ascara said.

      “Recall all our men and women. Close all hatches and open the gun ports. Ascara, prepare for battle and meet me on the flight deck as soon as you are ready,” Magda said. “Lucinda, join me on the flight deck. I might have a need for your assistance.”

      “Of course,” Lucinda agreed.

      On the flight deck, the crew had already prepared for trouble. Magda looked at each of the people gathered. “Battle stations. This is a red alert.”

      “Captain,” they all replied. Magda paid them no more attention. They knew what they needed to do. They all did.

      “Mr. Williams, have you managed to hail the incoming vessels?”

      “I have tried to contact them, and there has been no response on any of the usual frequencies. And the Aetheriogram has not done any better.”

      “Are they ignoring us? Or are they without communications?” she asked.

      “I wondered that, so we have used signals from the masts and even flags,” he replied.

      “Anything?”

      “Nothing, Captain.”

      “Then we must assume the worst.”
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      Magda stared through the windows to the view of the sea and bay. Her thoughts danced from idea to idea as she considered their options. “Battle stations, it is.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Mr. Williams replied.

      “Signal the Ketch-Meh. They will be on their own for a while, but we will return. Release all docking lines to the Ketch-Meh, secure the gondola hatches, and ready for a rise.”

      She turned to Jyg and Jayg. “Give me lift. I want us up by a thousand feet.”

      Jayg nodded.

      “Pilot, take us out to sea. I’d rather have the ocean under us than those cliffs.”

      Valara nodded.

      “Isgul, provide navigational assistance. I don’t want to worry about hitting the cliffs when we start to evade. Plenty of open space, if you will, so we have the room to manoeuvre.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “Get me Engineering,” she said.

      “Engineering,” a voice crackled.

      “I need a rapid rise, now,” she said.

      “Engines are hot. We are good to go,” the engineer said.

      “And I will want speed,” Magda added.

      “As you wish, Captain. Engineering out.”

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said, “the scouts have eyes on the incoming ships. Definitely pirates. Looks like half-dozen three-man ‘thopters, and there are two gunships. Stragglers at the back are hard to count, but they look smaller, maybe single gunners.”

      “Crap,” she replied.

      “Incoming ships are firing,” Koryk said.

      “Why are they firing? They are too far away to hit anything. Idiots!” she responded. “Where’s Ascara?” she asked but didn’t wait for a reply. “Get the gunners to reply in kind as soon as we have range.” She turned to Mr. Williams. “Can we try to contact the ships one more time? One last try for some kind of diplomacy?”

      “We’ve tried everything. We are still using light signals and the Aetheriogram, but there is no response,” Mr. Williams replied. “And they are flying unknown colours.”

      “What colours?” Magda asked.

      “Uncertain. We have three spotters out now, and they say it looks like a golden sun on a field of green,” he answered.

      “Never mind,” Magda said. “I think we can guess their response.”

      “Gunners ready,” Koryk announced. “Range in five minutes.”

      “Take aim, and fire when ready,” Magda ordered. “And where’s the elevation I requested? Where is my speed?”

      “Spotters say there are maybe a dozen single-man gunners arriving a bit behind,” Mr. Williams added.

      “Right,” Magda said. As she yelled orders, she felt the ship turn to starboard. The vibrations under her feet increased and she felt the engines strain to get them moving faster and higher. She looked at the clock and counted the seconds. Slow. Too damned slow. Still, they would reach two thousand feet in a couple of minutes. She could work at that altitude.

      “Ask Engineering why we’re not moving faster. I requested a rapid rise, not a gentle stroll in the park,” she bellowed.

      Pilot Orton sat at the helm with Valara. “Coming about,” she said.

      “Reports are in. Tethers didn’t release,” Koryk said.

      “Hack them off,” she said.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “And the hatches?” Magda asked.

      “Safe,” he replied.

      “Get Engineering. Where’s my speed?” she ordered.

      “Engineering reports there is a problem,” Koryk answered.

      “How the hell can they have a problem?” she said. “We’ve only just left after extensive maintenance at home base.” Magda turned to Lucinda. “If you would be so good as to take my seat and, well, do as you do?”

      Lucinda nodded. She took the Captain’s seat and gripped the armrests. Her eyes went grey almost the moment she touched the work leather. “Lower gondola is safe. Air inlets are safe. Engines within safe operating limits and power is rising. Two pistons on the output generator are at minimal capacity. Heat vent bypass is operational. Ballast tanks are non-optimal.”

      Magda turned to Mr. Williams. “Tell Engineering to look at the output generator and the ballast tanks.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “Magda, there is something wrong with the controls in...” Lucinda’s voice faded away.

      “Where, Lucinda? Where are these issues?” she asked.

      “Lower propeller shafts,” Lucinda answered.

      “Now, that’s serious,” Magda said. She turned to Mr. Williams. “Get an engineer from electrics.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “Several ‘thopters are gaining on us,” Koryk announced. “Gunships are holding back, but the rest of their fleet is splitting up.”

      “Yes, I think they want to confuse our defence. Without sufficient power, we are all but dead in the air, and it is much easier for them,” Magda said. “Matilda, is there anything you can do to get some wind behind us?”

      “I wish I could, honey,” she replied. “But I’m working on something.”

      “Work faster,” Magda urged.

      “Gunners firing,” Lucinda said. She stood up and screamed.

      “Lucinda!” Magda yelled. She rushed to Lucinda’s side and reached out to her.

      “Spotter down,” Mr. Williams announced.

      “It hurts,” Lucinda cried out.

      Magda wrapped her arms about Lucinda’s shoulders. “I’m sorry, I didn’t expect you to feel that.”

      Lucinda nodded, her eyes turned to normal, and her contact with the ship ended. “I’m all right,” she said.

      Magda turned to Mr. Williams. “Inform the infirmary there will be more casualties, and get someone to the spotter stations and see if we can get him to safety.”

      “Medics on their way,” Mr. Williams replied.

      Magda turned her attention to the attackers. She’d expected them to come in guns blazing. This was the usual pirate way, and they had started as she would have expected, albeit a little premature with the first salvos. Now they fired with less frequency and they came no closer.

      “Are we out-running them?” Koryk asked. “They are not getting any closer.”

      For a minute or two, Magda almost agreed.

      “They are worried our firepower is superior,” Koryk said.

      “If they were concerned about Verity’s superior firepower, they shouldn’t have attacked at all,” Magda said. “They are like a swarm of gnats.”

      “Come, Captain, have you forgotten our early days?” Isgul asked. “Nothing would stop us when we set our sights on a ship.”

      “How could I forget our own days as pirates? I’d never have met you bunch of reprobates,” she replied.

      “There you go,” Koryk answered. “There is a silver lining in every cloud.”

      “Maybe, but my thoughts need to be with these pirates. I doubt they have enough power to do serious damage to the ship. The balloon and the inside envelopes are reinforced. With functional redundancy built into the design, they need to take out a third of the envelopes to make a difference.”

      “Aye,” Koryk said, “and those ‘thopters are unlikely to have the firepower to take a single envelope. They are an irritation, but they are not a serious threat.”

      “Exactly,” Magda said. “Unless . . .Unless they are a distraction.” She frowned. “How are we for spotters?”

      “None,” Koryk replied.

      “None? I thought we had three?”

      “Spotters are targeted as soon as hatches open. We can’t get anyone outside to get a solid fix. The small ships are too fast for the longer-range guns, and their snipers are ace shots. Never seen pirates who can shoot so well,” Koryk replied.

      Magda frowned. “This is not a common strategy for them.”

      “And as you said, they don’t normally go after a ship like this,” he said.

      “Definitely a distraction,” Magda said. “They are holding us whilst something else moves in.”

      She stood in front of the observation windows and stared out. She could see the ‘thopters circling about, taking pot shots every now and then. “Damn. It’s a pity we have no farseers. I could do with a pair of eyes to see them.”

      “Catch one,” Lucinda said. “Catch one, and I will read everything you bring to me.”

      “Lucinda. You don’t know what you’re asking,” Magda said.

      “We can’t outrun them, and we can’t shoot them,” she said.

      “We will outrun them when we get speed and altitude,” Koryk said.

      “But run to where? They will just wait for us,” Lucinda said. “I think we are being herded, and unless we can understand what is going on, it will make it harder to decide what to do.”

      “I need more of your truth and wisdom, my Raven,” Magda said.

      “I’m not sure I have any.” She took a seat, touched the armrests, and her eyes grew grey. “Ascara is strapped into the gunner’s seat. She is upside down?”

      Magda nodded. “There are guns under the lower gondola. The gunner there is exposed, but is there to ensure that no ships close underneath where they might board.” She stopped. “Are they going to try and board us?”

      Koryk stood next to the communications console and picked up a mouthpiece. “Ship-wide announcement, Mr. Williams.”

      “Yes, sir, you are connected to ship-wide.”

      “All crew, prepare to be boarded. Security to sweep all decks for incursion points. Prepare for hostiles,” Koryk said. He put the mouthpiece down. “Please repeat all warning messages.”

      “Aye, sir,” Mr. Williams replied.

      “We are gaining altitude and speed,” Pilot Orton said. “Orders?”

      “Maintain current heading, increase elevation, and get me more speed. Let’s see if we can outrun them enough to get a better look around. If necessary, we’ll ram one and pick up the pieces to see what Lucinda makes of them.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Koryk answered.

      She stared outside and shook her head. This made no sense at all. What were the gunships doing? They could have done far more damage.

      “Captain, we have a couple of spotters out and they have reports for us,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Report,” Magda ordered.

      “Two gunships have been spotted,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Yes, I know we have two gunships,” she said.

      “We have two more gunships,” he amended. “They are both above us. Way above.”

      “Above us and?” Magda asked.

      “They are now at four thousand feet and descending, fast,” he said.

      “How fast?”

      He turned to the communications console. “Unclear, but unless they change their approach, they appear to be on a collision course and are approaching at ramming speed.”

      “That’s suicide,” she said.

      “Yes,” Koryk agreed.

      “Crap,” she said. “Do we have any guns set in their direction?”

      “The spotters are armed. They will fire as they can, but we don’t have any big guns there,” Koryk said.

      “Not with the balloon in the way,” she said. “Get the gunners on the high decks, and tell them to blast anyone getting near us,” she said.

      “Gunners at the ready, and taking up new positions,” Koryk said.

      “We have small vessels trying to approach from underneath,” Mr. Williams informed her. “Gunners are on the move. We have sufficient gunners to take on the small ships,” he said.

      Magda nodded. “Ascara will take out anything that threatens under the ship. Now, get the flamers and the ice cannons at the ready. I’m sure Officer Ascara had the gunners trained for something like this.”

      “Aye, Captain, she did,” Koryk answered.

      “Then let’s make it count,” she said.

      “Multiple explosions around the upper and lower gondola,” Lucinda said.

      “I can feel it,” Magda replied. The bangs and thuds of projectiles hitting the ship vibrated through the entire structure. She gritted her teeth as Verity shuddered. For a moment, it felt as though some giant hand had shaken the whole of the ship.

      Sirens and flashing lights filled the flight deck with chaos.

      “Kill the alarm,” she ordered. “What the hell was that?”

      “Collisions,” Lucinda said.

      “What?”

      Koryk whooped with glee. “They collided with the balloon, and then bounced off.”

      Well, that was something.

      “Captain,” Lucinda said, “I think that was their intent.”

      “Incoming message from the lower gondola. Officer Ascara has taken out two ‘thopters,” said Mr. Williams.

      Magda grinned. “Give her my congratulations. Good shooting.”

      Magda stared out of the observation windows as the two diving gunships flew across the bow. The ships strafed the side of the ship and the balloon with so much metal that she knew even the reinforced balloons would suffer.

      “Damage reports?” she bellowed.

      “Minimal,” Mr. Williams replied. “But the spotters say that the ‘thopters have now flipped their attention to the balloons,” Mr. Williams said.

      “It would seem that they do not fancy Ascara and her big gun,” Magda said.

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said, “damage has been recorded in the balloon.”

      As she heard the news, the attacking ‘thopters all turned and raced at the balloon.

      “They smell blood,” Koryk said.

      Magda watched in horror as the smaller craft raced towards them. They didn’t shoot.

      “They are going to ram us,” said Koryk.

      “Starboard thirty degrees,” Magda ordered. “Engine room, give me maximum engines. And give me elevation. I need to climb. Now!”

      “They’re insane,” Matilda said.

      “I know, Matilda, I know.”

      “Mr. Williams, call maintenance engineers and emergency crews to service. We are about to have need of them all.”

      “Aye,” he said.

      The first collision rocked the entire ship. A klaxon sounded, and across the helm, red alarms flashed with glowing persistence.

      “Damage report,” Magda ordered.

      “One crashed into the balloon,” Lucinda said.

      “Mr. Williams, send fire crews to the envelopes,” Magda said.

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      “There is no fire,” Lucinda said. Her eyes flashed grey. “No people either.”

      “What the hell is going on?”

      “I’ll take a team,” Koryk said. He bellowed into the mouthpiece, “Security Team Delta to the balloon hatches. Now!” He grabbed one of the handguns near the entry steps and raced upstairs.

      “Brace yourselves, we have incoming,” Magda said.

      The second impact seemed less effective than the first, but her stomach told a different story. She saw a crumpled ‘thopter as it almost bounced over the side. “I think they didn’t get their attack right. Still, they did damage, we’re losing altitude. Fast.”

      “Aye,” Valara said at the helm.

      “Jyg, Jayg?”

      Jayg looked at her and shook his head.

      “Slow down the descent if you can,” Magda said.

      Magda had no time to think, but she had to respond. “Silence all alarms, please. Mr Williams, please put me on ship-wide.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “This is your Captain, prepare for impact. Emergency Splashdown. I repeat. Emergency Splashdown. Evacuate the lower gondola. Prepare to flood. This is not a drill. Emergency Splashdown protocols in operation. Evacuate the lower gondola.” Magda stared at the console.

      “What’s going on?” Lucinda asked.

      “We are about to crash,” Matilda said. “Splashdown is where we try and do it carefully. We will fill the lower gondola as we land and that will increase stability.”

      “Stability?” Lucinda asked.

      “If we flood the lower gondola carefully, it will keep us upright and then we can sail the upper gondola like a ship. Well, kind of sail it,” Magda said. “Enough to repair the ship and get the envelopes fixed to fly again.”

      “We are just below two thousand feet, and descent is slowed,” Pilot Orton said.

      “You can’t splashdown,” Lucinda said. “Ascara is in the gun turret, but when we hit the first ship, it knocked out the communications down there. She’s not aware of what is going to happen.”

      “Shit!” Magda said. “I’ll go and fetch her.”

      “You can’t, you’re the Captain,” Lucinda said.

      “I will. Now, Lucinda, do your glowy eyes and tell me what I can expect in the lower gondola.”

      Lucinda closed her eyes and said nothing for a moment. “She’s not in the gun seat anymore.”

      “Where is she?” Magda demanded.

      “She’s helping crew out of the lower areas.” Lucinda smiled then. “They had a problem with the hatch releases, but they are okay now.”

      “Thank you,” Magda said. The relief almost undid her. “I just need to know when they are all safe.”

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Yes?” she asked. She dreaded what would happen next.

      “They broke off the attack,” he said. “They are flying about, watching, but nothing more.”

      “What the hell!”

      “Doesn’t make sense,” he said.

      “Are there any ships out there to come in and make the most of our diminished state?”

      “No, Captain.”

      As they headed out to sea, reports of damage came in from all over the ship. Ports were closed on the upper gondola to minimise water ingress. The lower gondola was safely evacuated and the hatches opened. Lucinda verified this. They had done all they could. Now they just had to hope that Verity held.

      No matter how prepared they were, no one could be ready for the jolt as Verity hit the ocean. Magda felt it through every bone in her body. They might as well have hit her with a two-inch steel bar. Then the ship screamed, as though in pain. “I know, baby,” she said, and she rubbed her fingers across the observation glass. “Please hold.”

      As they sank into the sea, she knew the lower gondola took on water. She had to hope they would remain upright and, more importantly, that they didn’t sink. “Can we get a distress call to Verity Field?”

      “On it,” Mr Williams replied.

      “What about the pirates?” she asked.

      “They have left,” Mr. Williams answered.

      “Left?”

      “As soon as we splashed down, they turned away,” he said.

      “What the hell was that all about then?”

      No one answered her.
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      Magda held her breath as Verity settled in the water. The airship creaked and groaned her distaste at being half submerged, but she held. The flight deck, positioned underneath the upper gondola, now sat half underwater. The observation windows held, but she could see where the stress bars along the upper transom had buckled. Water trickled down the glass, but they held. The whole ship held.

      She looked around. “Anyone hurt?”

      They looked shaken, but the landing had been pretty well controlled, all things considered.

      “We are all fine,” Matilda said. “It could have been better. Softer, but here we are.”

      Magda agreed. It could have been better, but at least it wasn’t worse. They didn’t seem to be sinking. “Damage report?” she asked.

      Mr. Williams fiddled with the communications console. “So far we are holding with minor leaks, but we are stable.”

      “Put me through to the engine room,” she said.

      “Negative, Captain, we have lost communications with Engineering,” Mr. Williams answered. “We have very limited communications.”

      “Do we have ship-wide capability?” she asked.

      “In some places, perhaps,” he responded.

      “Then ship-wide announcement, if you will. Let’s get some kind of message to the crew. They will need reassurance and direction.” Magda moved to communications and took the mouthpiece offered her.

      “Go ahead, Captain,” Mr. Williams replied.

      Magda didn’t know how to start, but she cleared her throat. “Attention all crew, this is your captain speaking,” she began.

      In the distance, she could hear her voice echo through the corridors of her ship. “I always planned a Splashdown drill at some point, I just didn’t envision a Splashdown quite like this. But here we are. We are down, the ship is holding, and the pirates who attacked us have gone. Thank you, one and all, for all you have done. I have always had faith in every member of my crew, and you did not disappoint. We made it down in one piece, and we have a chance to get back up again. A call has been made to Verity Field, and assistance will come, but it will take a while.”

      In the distance, across the ship, she could just hear the echoes of cheers. She smiled at their good mood. “Do not think that our trials are over. Far from it, they have only just begun. I am not one to sit here like a duck and wait for others to help out. We are the crew of Verity, and we need no one else to come to our rescue.”

      This time, the cheers through the ship were louder.

      “There are things we can do. We must repair the ship, and the balloon, and get ourselves airborne once more. We also need to run through all of our training for a downed ship. First and foremost, the injured.”

      She turned to look at Mr. Williams.

      “Medics are called,” he whispered.

      Magda took a deep breath. “Communications are damaged, so I ask all crewmen and women to assist any injured who need to go to the infirmary. If you have any medic training or skills at all, please report to the infirmary to assist. At this time, the injured are a priority.” She paused and turned her attention to see Lucinda looking her way.

      “With unreliable communications within the ship, all cabin boys and apprentices please report to the flight deck,” Magda said. “Thank you, one and all. I am proud of everything you have achieved. We could not have managed this much without you. Captain out.”

      Caro’Nina clumped down the flight deck stairs as Magda replaced the mouthpiece on the console. Magda looked at the young woman, who had cuts to her arms and a gash to the side of her face.

      “You should get yourself to the infirmary,” Magda said.

      Caro saluted. “I’m fine, Captain. My injuries are very slight. Meanwhile, I am ready for duty. I can run.”

      Magda frowned. “Go to Engineering, tell them there are no comms, and I need to be sure of their status. They can send their own runner. If anyone is injured, send them to the infirmary, and when you have delivered your message, get yourself attended to by a medic. Understood?”

      “Aye, Captain,” she replied. She saluted once, turned on her heels, and ran up the stairs.

      “I need to see the ship for myself,” Magda said. “There will be injured men and women who deserve a good word from their captain.”

      “I’ll come with you,” Lucinda said.

      “One thing before you go,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Yes, Mr. Williams?”

      “I don’t think Verity Field has heard our distress call. We are on our own,” he said.

      Magda nodded at the news. “We’ll think of something.”

      “I’ll check the boards and so on. Do what I can. Communications engineers are already looking into the problem,” Mr. Williams said.

      “Excellent. I’ll leave that in your hands.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he replied.

      Magda strode through the ship with Lucinda by her side. Signs of destruction, both major and minor, could be seen everywhere. Internal corridors and walkways were the least affected, but bullet holes and crash damage marred surfaces even here. The glass doors into the lounge area had shattered and glass littered the floor.

      She pulled a small notebook from inside her jacket pocket and made notes.

      “You will need a much bigger notebook than that if you are going to catalogue the damage,” Lucinda said.

      “True, and besides, there will be proper reports sent to me anyway,” she replied. “These are my impressions, reminders for later.”

      Inside the passenger lounge, the devastation looked more pronounced. Two of the windows had been shot out and a cool breeze blew through the room. Upturned and smashed furniture littered the room. Some of the seats were on their side, as was the huge dining table. Anything more fragile had broken.

      As they strode through the ship, nothing had been left undamaged. They had hit the ocean pretty hard, but it could have been worse. Injuries to the crew were plenty. Cuts and bruises for the most part, and some held limbs at angles not intended for normal human use. Not all were so lucky.

      They found a Junior Crewman underneath one of the steel racks in the dry stores. Driven by anger that tightened her chest until she could barely breathe, Magda yanked the racking out of the way on her own.

      “Captain,” the young crewman coughed. He tried to move, but he couldn’t.

      “Steady,” she said, “at ease.” She knelt at his side and wiped the hair from his eyes. “I’m going to get a medic for you,” she said.

      “Captain,” he said and grabbed her hand, “is the ship all right?”

      “The ship is fine. We’re in a pickle and no mistake, but we are fine,” she said.

      “I thought so,” he replied.

      “Where does it hurt?” she asked. Her voice low and gentle.

      “I am not sure it does any more. It was sure heavy under all that racking though,” he said.

      “Magda,” Lucinda said, “I’ll go get a medic.”

      Magda nodded. “What’s your first name, Crewman Dowty?”

      He stiffened but didn’t answer.

      “Crewman?” Magda pressed.

      “Garrath Captain, I’m Garrath Dowty,” he answered. He coughed until he turned purple.

      “Stay with me, Garrath. Help is coming.”

      He smiled then. “They’d never believe me in the mess if I told ‘em the Captain ‘eld me ‘and.”

      She smiled back. “And I would have to make sure that they knew you spoke the truth.”

      He stared into her eyes. “I’m not gonna make it, am I, Captain?”

      “You just hold on. Lady Lucinda has gone for help.”

      “You should be looking after the ship, not me, Captain. The ship is the most important thing. That’s what Officer Yajob said. He was busy on the panels and he needed help.”

      “Officer Yajob?” she asked. The name did not mean anything to her.

      “Captain, will I get into trouble for ‘elping ‘im?”

      “No, why on earth would you?”

      “Well, him being electricals and me domestics, but he needed help with them panels. It’s a two-man job, see, but with all the trouble, I reckon no one was spare. He did his best, Captain.”

      “Did you help him get the panels back on?” Magda asked.

      “Aye, Captain, I needed to do me bit for the ship, like Officer Yajob said. And we had to get stuff done fast, with the attack an’ all.”

      “I see, then what happened?”

      “Not sure. Panels got fixed and then all hell let loose. I don’t remember much more, Captain. But did Officer Yajob fix it?”

      “Yes, he did. You did a great service to the ship and to us all. I will have to add this to your review. Your commanding officer will be very pleased with your progress. You went above and beyond your duty, for the Order, a crewmate, and your ship. As your Captain, I’m proud to have you aboard.”

      “Thank you, Captain. Me mam will be proud, Captain, thank you.” He smiled at her one last time. He took in a long breath, and he did not release it. His eyes lost focus, and Magda knew he was gone. She gripped his hands and did not let go. If she could have pulled his soul back by the sheer force of her will, she would have done so. Instead, her eyes ached so much all she could think about was holding back her tears before anyone saw her.

      “Magda, I have—” Lucinda said.

      “Too late,” Magda growled. Her voice tight in her throat.

      Nurse Chester bustled past her and removed Magda’s hands from the boy. “It’s all right now, Captain. Let me deal with him now.”

      Magda held up a hand. “No,” she said, “don’t touch him.”

      “It’s a dreadful accident, Captain. Let him rest in peace,” Nurse Chester said.

      Magda glared at Nurse Chester. “This was no accident, Nurse. I will not rest until I have found the murderer and gutted him like a fish.”

      “Magda, the poor lad got crushed. It can’t be helped,” Lucinda said.

      Magda rose to her feet and pointed at the blood covering her trousers. More seeped out from underneath the crewman. “Being crushed doesn’t make young men bleed like this,” she said. “Nurse, help me turn him over please.”

      They turned Crewman Dowty with care, only to see the blood-soaked shirt. Underneath him, a simple knife with a narrow six-inch blade lay caught in his clothing.

      “A filleting knife,” Magda said. She tried to hold back her anger, but it was so difficult when innocents suffered. “Lucinda, I will need your help.”

      “Of course,” Lucinda said.

      “We’ll get you someplace safe first, and you’ll need a bite bar,” Magda said.

      “And what do you want to know?”

      Magda reached out and held her hand. “I need you to share what you see with me. Can you do that?”

      “Why, Magda?” Lucinda asked.

      “Because we don’t have an Officer Yajob, I checked the duty rosters before we left.” She ground her teeth and gathered her thoughts together. “Right now, I need to know what that bastard looks like. And I also need understand what he was trying to achieve.” She stopped. “Would you be able to read the panels, Lucinda?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “It is unlikely in an area where many people might have been.”

      “Right,” she said. She turned her attention to the panels’ exteriors. That might give her an idea. It didn’t take her long to find the ones that had been opened. Officer Yajob had been sloppy on how the panels fit. A couple of screws stood proud of the surface, and her crew would never leave a panel in such a state.

      A young runner approached and slowed down long enough to acknowledge the captain. “Captain,” the runner said.

      “Stop,” Magda said.

      “Yes, Captain?” The girl looked at the floor.

      “Are you doing something?”

      “Yes, Captain. I have a message from Maintenance that needs to go to Engineering.”

      “Deliver your message in Engineering then ask for the First Mate of Electricals to come to me here with tools. This is urgent.”

      The young girl saluted and raced off.

      “Is it me, or are they all getting younger?” Nurse Chester asked.

      “Fifteen,” said the Captain. “Minimum age for a ship.”

      “Right,” Nurse Chester replied. “Whilst I am here, I should look at your ribs, Captain.”

      “I’m fine,” she answered. She scribbled in her notebook. “And stop staring at me, there are others who need attention more than I do.”

      “Yes, but they are not the captain. And if the captain cannot function, then the chances of more problems arising is greater still. So, you will lift your shirt so I can look. The faster you do as you are bid, the faster you can get to whatever it is you need to do.”

      Magda stared at Nurse Chester, but she didn’t relent. She didn’t move and she didn’t look away no matter how hard Magda stared at her. “Very well, if it will make you go help people in real pain then fine,” she said.

      With sharp, angry movements, she yanked her shirt from her trousers and lifted the material. Nurse Chester made one or two contemplative noises, pressed Magda’s ribs hard enough to make her wince, and then nodded. “It’s fine. You need a compress, as soon as you can get to me. And if you don’t come, I’ll find you, wherever you are.”

      “As you wish,” Magda said.

      “Good day,” Nurse Chester replied.

      “I think the woman wants to kill me,” Magda mumbled.

      “Either that or she wanted to get a look at your torso?” Lucinda suggested.

      “What? No,” she replied. Still, she could feel the heat creeping over her cheeks.

      “Do you want to touch the knife?” Magda asked. “Whilst we wait for the engineers?”

      Lucinda seemed thoughtful for a moment, and then she held out her bare hand.

      “Do you want to sit down?”

      Lucinda shook her head. “Just give me the knife.”

      Magda stared at Lucinda, waiting for her to see something. Nothing. Lucinda didn’t seem to react at all. “And?”

      “Nothing, this is a clean item. I sense nothing at all.

      “I wonder if he wore gloves?” Magda asked. “Like a countermeasure, to make sure you didn’t get a truth reading.”

      “But I can try the blood,” Lucinda said.

      “Ordinarily I wouldn’t ask, but will you try?”

      Lucinda dropped to her knees and placed her hand in the middle of the blood. She looked up as the liquid seeped into her skin. “Watch me,” she said.

      Her eyes turned red, the colour of newly spilt blood. She would read the truth of the blood now. Her whole body stiffened and started to shake. Magda kneeled next to Lucinda and drew her into her arms. She held her close to make sure she did not injure herself.

      “Please, Lucinda, let me in. Let me see. You are the Raven, my Raven, and I am Ice, your Ice. Let me share your pain.”

      Lucinda looked into her eyes and the blood made way for eyes of black. As their eyes connected, a hard thud in the middle of Magda’s chest almost took her breath away. Her vision wavered, turned into black and white and shades of grey.

      She saw through eyes not her own as they, he, the boy, helped a man. This man was Yajob. Magda had never seen him before. Of that, she was quite certain. For a start, he wore the uniform of the ground crew, not flight crew. Bearded, he had pale eyes. She couldn’t be certain what colour exactly, not when she could see no colours, but he had short dark hair. Not black, but probably a dark shade of brown, and he had a mole over his right eye.

      She stared at this face, to imprint every feature into her mind. She would never forget this man, would remember him as she court-martialled him, and held him responsible for ship and crew. The image faded. She returned to the present, her arms still wrapped around Lucinda.

      “Did you get what you needed?” Lucinda asked.

      “Yes,” she said. For a moment Magda didn’t want to let Lucinda go. The comfort from their closeness settled her for a moment. There was so much destruction, hurt and  anger too.

      She got to her feet and helped Lucinda up. The black of Lucinda’s eyes leached out and left behind eyes the colour of blood. “Yes, are you all right? Did you have any bad reactions?”

      Lucinda smiled. “I’m fine.”

      “I’m sorry I put you through that, but I needed to know.”

      “I understand.”

      Magda shook her head. “I still don’t recognise him. He looks like ground crew in terms of dress, and I am not familiar with all the staff there.”

      “What on this good earth is someone who is not your crew doing on your ship?” Lucinda asked. “It’s not good, is it?”

      “No, Lucinda, it isn’t.”

      

      Magda knew the electrical engineer as soon as he arrived. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Aye, Captain. What seems to be the trouble?”

      She pointed at the panel.

      “Well, that’s wrong for a start off,” he said.

      “I know. The screws are proud, I noticed.”

      “Aye,” he said, “and the panel is upside down, which is why the screws are proud.” He unwrapped his tools and opened the panel up. His sharp intake of breath told her that he had found a problem.

      “What it is?” she asked.

      “The reason why there are no communications is clear.” He pointed to a bundle of cut and burned wires. The metal had melted and it looked a mess. “Looks like someone shoved molten metal in here. I think there was a shorting. A pretty major one, at that. I’ll get on it right away. There has been a lot of it about. Pistons on the output generator, limiters on circuits fused to off. Wires cut on the dynamo boards. It’s been a bad maintenance day.”

      “I am not exactly happy with the events of today either,” Magda said. She stared at the blood stains that marked where crewman Dowty had died. “Not good at all.”

      “Well, aye,” he said. “We will get this shipshape soon enough, Captain. You have my promise.”

      “Thank you, I’ll leave you to it,” she said. She added a couple of quick notes in her book, snapped it shut, and returned the notebook to her pocket.

      She held out her arm for Lucinda. “I would like you with me when we look at the rest of the ship, if that is all right with you?”

      “Of course it is,” Lucinda replied. “We should go back to the lounge too, but not right away.”

      “Why?” Magda asked.

      “Evie Chester said they were converting the lounge into a makeshift sickbay for the lesser wounded. That would leave space in the infirmary for the medics to concentrate on any serious injuries.”

      “Sounds like a plan and she has it all under control.”

      “She has,” Lucinda said.

      Magda nodded thoughtfully. “I will speak to the injured in a little while.”

      "I agree, just let them sort themselves out first.”

      “I agree. There will be enough disruptions without my interference.”
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      By the time Magda returned to the lounge, it had been converted into an emergency infirmary. She expected to see a great number of people with injuries, but there were far fewer than she expected. There were twenty cots spaced out in the room, and all of them full. The armchairs were useable, but only one had been taken.

      Nurse Chester approached almost as soon as she entered the room. “Captain,” she said. “I hope that we have not inconvenienced your duties with this make-shift clinic?”

      “Not at all, this looks to be a fine use of the room. I just wish it had not been necessary,” she replied.

      “Of course, Captain.”

      “Please, do not let me interrupt you. These people need your attention more than I do.” She smiled. “And don’t ask to see my ribs. I have too much to do, and you have more important people to care for.”

      Nurse Chester tutted and shook her head. “That attitude is the reason why injured crew are working on the ship when they should be here getting attention. I blame you for their misguided approach to their own health.”

      “My apologies, Nurse Chester, but we are trying not to sink.”

      Nurse Chester looked away. “Of course, Captain. It has been a difficult day, and it is not easy for anyone.”

      “No, it isn’t.”

      “If the sick won’t come to me, then I must go to them,” she said. “With your permission, of course?”

      “Indeed. Tend to the crew. They all deserve to be looked after,” Magda said.

      “I will do my best,” she replied.

      “Excellent, I will leave you to it.”

      

      If the rest of the ship could be considered damaged, the amount of devastation to the balloon rendered Magda speechless. Signs of weapons fire marked metal and wood alike, but the greatest destruction had followed the impact of ‘thopter blades.

      The balloon hung in tatters and several of the envelopes had been mangled into glittering metallic shreds. Struts had been bent out of shape and some had sheared off completely. Magda feared they would never resolve the mess without months in dock. Now they were under time pressure, they were short of parts, limited with materials, and out of communication with their supply line. They were on their own.

      “Captain!” A cry from the crew. One of the engineers stepped forward.

      “Mr. Dekker, how fares the damage?” she asked.

      He didn’t seem surprised that she knew his name. Instead, he rubbed his chin in thought. Oil and grease ran in streaks along one cheek. “It’s a mess and no mistake,” he said. “We have commandeered some of the domiciliary staff. They are helping to sew the envelopes into shape and fix the balloons. I hope this is acceptable?”

      “Of course, perfectly acceptable. Koryk is probably working out the work schedule. Make sure the people here are noted on his list.”

      “Done already,” he replied. He pointed to the aft balloon gantries. “The laundry staff are the blessing of our Mother’s hands.”

      She looked where he pointed. “Are they ironing the envelope?”

      “Indeed, Captain. We have rigged the heat presses with handles so they look and feel like the irons in the laundry room. They work so fast we might make this an Engineering recommendation.” He laughed. “Laundry staff have fixed two envelopes already, and the engineers are still on one.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Dekker. I am pleased to see our crew work so well.”

      “Difficult times, Captain. Not one of the crew wishes to let you or the ship down.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      He saluted and wheeled away to get back to his own duties.

      “Are you all right?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda nodded. “So much damage and so many hurt, but for what reason?” She shook her head. “Let’s finish the tour so I know all that is wrong.”

      “You are torturing yourself, Magda,” Lucinda said.

      “The whole crew has been tortured.”

      “Will you seek revenge, Magda?”

      Magda didn’t answer.

      “Then you need to get some fresh air.”

      “Fresh air? Why?” Magda asked.

      “Because you are ready to burst with anger, and your crew needs you to be focussed and controlled,” Lucinda said.

      “And where do I get the fresh air?”

      “On the observation deck. The same place you usually get fresh air.”

      Magda turned on her heel and strode through the ship with such determination she didn’t even wait to see if Lucinda followed. She stepped out onto the observation deck and made her way across the deck to the accompaniment of glass crunching underfoot. At the side of the deck, she gripped the rails as though that was all that stood between her and her anger.

      Lucinda stood next to her. “Close your eyes, take a deep breath, and calm your thoughts,” Lucinda ordered.

      Magda looked out over the ocean and then closed her eyes. She took two deep breaths of the cool sea air, and her heart slowed. She repeated the exercise a couple of times more until she felt more like herself; cool, calm, and in control.

      “Better?” Lucinda asked.

      “Thank you,” Magda said. She stared out as the sun began to sink low on the horizon. The sea had already darkened, and soon they would have no sunlight to help the work.

      “Talk to me, Magda.”

      “You heard the reports as we walked around the ship?”

      “I was right by your side and I heard everything,” Lucinda said.

      Magda nodded. “Thanks to this Officer Yajob, we have been rendered sitting ducks in a place that is less patrolled than any other area along this coast. He has sabotaged enough systems that we have few lights, no communications, and no means to get the hell out of here.”

      “I know,” Lucinda said.

      She pulled out the notebook from her jacket pocket and flipped through the list she had made. “In the engine room, we found restricted oil flow that rendered two pressure gauges inaccurate,” she said. “Could be an error from the ground crew, but pinching the flow pipes sounds like a calculated move to me. The bolts of the docking tethers had been sheared off, oil lines pinched to restrict flow, grit added to grease boxes, and of course, the shorting out of the communications lines.” She shook her head and slammed the book closed. “What am I doing? There is no point listing it all, suffice to say there is a long list of things that have failed for reasons that have nothing to do with wear and tear. I can’t even blame incompetence.”

      “What does it mean?” Lucinda asked.

      “A saboteur. And he is most effective. No one knows who he is or how he has managed to remain undetected for so long.” She shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense, Lucinda. No sense at all. Why stop us here?”

      “Do you want me to truth sense through the wreckage of the 'thopter?”

      Magda looked thoughtful. “Perhaps, if we can find something their pilot has handled.”

      “Whatever you have, I will do what I can to help.”

      Magda reached out and squeezed Lucinda’s arm. “Thank you. First, I think we need to organise a war council. We need to be deliberate about what we do.”

      At the side of the deck, she unlatched the wooden case which held the outside communications. She stared at the equipment. It probably didn’t work. She slammed the case closed. When she turned around, she found her cabin boy, Willem, on the other side of the lounge door. She waved him outside.

      “Captain,” he said, “Ready for your orders.”

      She didn’t respond, not at first, but he stood stiff and attentive. “I have a great deal for you to do.”

      He grinned at that.

      “First of all, I want Officer Ascara and all other heads of section to come out here for a meeting. Tell them it is to report on their status. I also want Medic Morgan, someone to represent the physicians, and possibly a nurse. Please don’t ask Nurse Chester. She is likely to shout loud enough that I will hear her all the way outside.”

      “Captain, that would be unfair,” Lucinda said.

      “I know. I know.” She turned to Willem. “If Nurse Chester—”

      “Don’t worry about Nurse Chester,” Lucinda interrupted. “I think I will have a word with her myself.”

      Magda narrowed her eyes.

      “And I need something from my cabin,” Lucinda said.

      “Right,” Magda said.

      “Anything else, Captain?” Willem asked.

      “Not unless you have a way to find a person who probably doesn’t want to be found?”

      “Captain?”

      “If only we had an artist on board,” she said. She shook her head. “Never mind, we will work something out. Get those messages sent first. And tell sections to get reports to me here at their earliest.”

      “Aye, Captain, right away.”

      

      Darkness swallowed the ship long before the section chiefs began to assemble on the observation deck. Magda watched as inside the ship they used storm lanterns to supplement what little light the ship could provide. A delicate yellow glow filled every window she could see. At least the light would help stave off any panic.

      She found several stools and a couple of upturned baskets for people to sit on. The winds had picked up enough that Magda found herself increasing her own body heat so she did not feel the chill. Her boy brought out her greatcoat and several blankets.

      Ascara arrived first, and Lucinda followed a moment later. They were a trinity again, and she took strength from them.

      “War council?” Ascara asked. “You ordered a war council, Captain?”

      “Yes, and I am concerned that this would be an opportune time for a second attack,” Magda answered.

      “Yes, it would. I have this under control.”

      “I am sure you do, Ascara, but now is the time to share and pool our resources,” Magda said.

      “Of course. The threat of an attack is why I have spotters up on the masts, and security on every deck concentrated on those places which might afford an attacker easy access.”

      “This deck is a weak spot and there are injured just on the other side of the door,” Magda said.

      “Yes, but we are here. No one will get through us,” Ascara said.

      “Magda,” Lucinda said.

      She turned in her direction and, even with the dim light of a lamp, she could see her raven eyes. “Yes, my Raven?”

      “I do not think an attack is likely this night.”

      “Why is that, my Raven?” Magda asked.

      “You are right where they want you to be,” Lucinda answered.

      “How can you be certain of their intentions?” Magda asked. Yet Lucinda’s black eyes were all she needed to know that the Raven was with her.

      “I have touched places where our friend Yajob has been. The inside of the communications panel was informative.”

      “And?”

      “I got one phrase: ‘stop the ship’.”

      Magda stared out across the inky sea. “That isn’t encouraging. Why does the ship need to be here? What’s going on? I should have known that such a vessel could only be a trap.”

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Ascara said. “I don’t think the Ketch-meh has anything to do with this.”

      “Do you not?” Magda asked.

      “Why would anyone provide a ship with your name on it if they did not intend for you to use it?”

      “Yes, a ship which would make our passage to the north far easier,” Magda said.

      “Someone wants you to go north. That’s the message I would take from that,” Ascara said.

      “But what of the sabotage and the attacks,” Magda said.

      “That just means that someone else doesn’t want you to go anywhere,” Lucinda said. “They might not realise that you have a boat.”

      “Ship,” Magda corrected her.

      “Bear in mind that the sabotage has not been as bad as it should have been, Magda,” Ascara said. “Even the attack did not do as much harm as it could have done. Who would do this? And with so few casualties?”

      “So few? Tell that to Crewman Dowty and the spotters who were shot down,” Magda said.

      Lucinda came to her side and rested a hand on her arm. “Magda. Think of this. They could have destroyed the ship. They didn’t. Why would pirates want to down us but neither destroy nor raid?”

      “I don’t know,” Magda said.

      “If we’d been loaded with our own ‘thopters we would have—” She stopped mid-thought.

      “I have never seen ‘thopters in the hold,” Lucinda said.

      “We have them, often when on patrol,” Ascara said. “But it depends on the mission.”

      Magda nodded in agreement. “We would have carried them on this trip too, and more guns, but I’d left the lower gondola empty so we could pick up a small coastal vessel at the Wash Town.”

      “They knew,” Ascara said. “They knew everything.”

      “How could they?” Magda asked.

      “Because anyone who knows Verity Field will know the ship?” Ascara asked.

      “No. I cannot believe it is one of our people,” Magda said. “I would need more information, more proof before I even suggest such a thing.”

      “Magda—” Ascara started as the door into the passenger area opened. Several chiefs came outside.

      “Captain,” they said and saluted.

      The door opened once more. She expected Medic Morgan, but Nurse Chester joined them. She stood off to one side, as though not a part of the gathering and waited to be spoken to. That was not like her at all.

      Magda stared at her for a moment. She looked exhausted, her blue eyes seemed dulled, and she could hardly stand up.

      A cabin boy she did not recognise squeezed between the chiefs and placed a pot of tea and several cups on a chest. Another brought out cold meats and cheese with bread, but no one seemed to pay them any attention. She saw them, saw what they did. One even smiled as he left the deck.

      She poured several cups of tea and added sugar to each. They would need the energy. She gave Nurse Chester a sweet tea and a sweet roll. “You look like you need this. Drink the tea, eat the pastry, and take something more to eat before you keel over.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      Magda returned to the bow and faced them all. “Thank you for joining me outside in one of the coldest parts of the ship.” She saw nods of acknowledgement, but nothing more. “I need you to bring me up to speed on what you know and the state of the ship.”

      “Captain,” said Nurse Chester, “it has been a long and hard day in the infirmary. Most of what is to be said here will have little bearing on what we do there.”

      “I understand that, and you wish to get back to your duties as soon as you can?”

      “Exactly,” she answered.

      “Give me the updated numbers then, and if you need anything that I can arrange, speak now,” Magda said.

      “One more just passed away a few moments before I arrived. That’s eight fatalities total, four of them were the spotters shot outside. There are seven more critically injured, and for those, we will know more in the morning. The walking wounded range from minor cuts and bruises to broken limbs, crushed bodies, including damage to one pelvis, and two serious back injuries. Head trauma is common, and those we have confined to the cots we have in this interim sick bay. Just for observation. The crushed pelvis and the two back injuries might be permanent disabilities.” She looked away then, as though this was more than she could manage.

      “Give my regards to all of the nursing staff. You have done a great service to all the injured. It is with gratitude that we acknowledge the work of the medical staff. Without them, I am sure the casualties would have been far greater.”

      Nurse Chester nodded at that and took a sip of her tea before she spoke. “We are running short of pain relief, linens, and we could do with more lighting. In fact, we are short of everything.”

      “I will do all I can,” Magda said.

      “Thank you, Captain. Now unless there is anything else you need, I’d rather get back to my patients.”

      “Thank you, Nurse Chester, but please finish your tea, and take another bite to eat before you return to work.”

      She nodded and took a small piece of cheese as she left.

      Magda waited for her to leave before she resumed the meeting. She made a mental note to visit the nurse later, just to make sure she was all right.

      “Right then, back to business. Tell me about the balloon. Tell me about any staffing changes to the pre-flight logs, and tell me also of any irregularities before and after the impact.”

      She listened with care and interrupted only when she needed clarification. The last one to speak was Communications. But in all they said, one theme echoed through it all.

      “Are we all agreed? This is sabotage?”

      “Aye, Captain,” they said.

      “Do we know who or why?” she asked.

      Several shook their head.

      “Maybe if we can get hold of this Yajob, then we might be able to get some answers,” Lucinda said.

      “Yes, who is this Yajob?”

      “Captain,” said a man with skin the colour typical of Southern Frika.

      “Engineer Banajhaal Finix,” she said, “balloon engineer.”

      “Second class,” he amended. “The chief is with the electricals. They wish to restore lights this evening, and we could have a workable balloon in three days.”

      “Three days!”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said. “But there is more of import.”

      “Such as?” she asked. She expected the worst now.

      “We were hit by two of those ‘thopters,” he said.

      “Yes, I believe so.”

      “We might have been hit by two, but there is the wreckage of only one,” he said.

      “One?”

      “Indeed, Captain. Well, only one crashed. The other might have done damage and escaped. But most odd of all is that the ship that crashed into us had no pilot.”

      “What?”

      “We have wreckage but no body, or bodies,” he said. “Not a drop of blood anywhere.”

      “How the hell?” she asked. Magda thought it through. No one seemed to have anything more to add. “Well, Engineer Finix, I think you need to look more and keep me posted.”

      “Aye, Captain,” he said.

      “I will get more security in case someone survived and is in hiding,” Ascara added.

      “Excellent.” Magda turned to Mr. Williams. “Tell me something good about Communications.”

      “What is good? That it is not getting any worse? Other than that, we need to replace pretty much everything.”

      “For goodness sake!” she exclaimed. The rest of the meeting did not go much better.

      “Perhaps we should take that boat and go north. If they are so keen to stop us, then maybe we should get there with more urgency?” Lucinda said.

      “No. I will not abandon this ship until I know it is safe.”

      “And that is what they would expect of you,” Ascara said.

      “But still, I must ask, why? Why stop the ship? Why stop me? What is it they don’t want me to find in the north?” Magda asked. “If I had doubts about the north before, now I am only more determined.”

      

      Two hours of discussion ended with an uncertain conclusion. They all had ideas, but no one could say for sure what it all meant, except for the fact that they had been rammed and downed. No one had come for the kill and no one could see why, at least not with any certainty. There were no bodies in the wreckage of the crashed 'thopter. No bodies, and no blood. How could that be?

      She dismissed her officers and stared into space, waiting for inspiration.

      “Did that help?” Ascara asked.

      “There are so many questions, and I have no answers. The crew is too busy with repairs and security is busy keeping them all safe,” Magda said. “But we need to investigate this whole thing, and I have no investigators available.”

      “There’s you and me,” Ascara said.

      “And me,” Lucinda added.

      “Then we will start now,” Magda said.

      “Not right now, Magda. You need to take a break,” Lucinda advised.

      “I don’t have time. Not if there is a risk to ship or crew.”

      Lucinda nodded.

      “Good.” She looked towards the door and saw Willem, her cabin boy, who sat in the corner out of the way. He also looked exhausted. She beckoned him over.

      “Yes, Captain, how might I assist?” he asked.

      “How is the onboard rumour mill going?”

      He looked away before he answered. “Things are said, as they often are.”

      “It has always been this way. Sometimes it is true, sometimes it is false, and sometimes it is plain strange,” Magda said.

      He brightened at that. “Aye, Captain,” he said.

      “I would like you to tell me what the rumour mill has been saying of late.”

      “About the crash you mean, Captain?”

      “Well that, and if anyone has mentioned any strange stuff.”

      “I’m not sure I should be mentioning some of the things we talk about,” he said.

      “I think you should,” Magda said. She grabbed a bread roll and filled it with cold meat. She handed it to him. “Now eat. I bet you haven’t had a chance.”

      He shook his head, and went to take a bite, but stopped himself.

      “It’s all right, eat. You can listen to me and think about what I am saying.”

      He nodded at that and took a huge mouthful.

      “Right then. We have been targeted by someone. Someone as yet uncertain. We were rammed in a most vicious way, and several of the spotter scouts were shot before we could ever get a fix on who or what they were here for.”

      He nodded at that too, but he never stopped chewing.

      “There are a lot of strange things about the ships which rammed us, but strangest of all is that we have a traitor on board. I can’t believe it would be any of my people, so maybe we have a stowaway whose purpose is not at all innocent.”

      Willem stopped chewing and swallowed his food.

      “Does this make sense to you?” Magda asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” he replied.

      “Do you know of anyone who might be here under false pretences?”

      He shook his head.

      “Captain,” Lucinda interrupted, “I think you’re scaring the boy.”

      “Don’t be soft, Lucinda. He is my houseboy and he would not have made it to that post if he was stupid, lazy, or scared of shadows.” She looked at Willem. “Isn’t that right, Willem?”

      He pulled back his shoulders. “Aye, Captain.”

      “This is the code, isn’t it?” she asked.

      He clicked his heels together. “We live by the code,” he said.

      “Code? What code?” Lucinda asked.

      “The code of the cabin. Be the heart of your charge,” Magda said.

      “And make sure their needs are met even before they think to ask,” Willem finished.

      “And the needs are simple,” Magda continued.

      “A clean cabin, well-turned bedding, pressed clothing, and shining boots. A drink to quench their thirst, and food to ease hunger,” Willem said.

      “And where will you find your boy?”

      “We are ghosts. We are there but never seen, nor heard. We live in the dark corners until we are called.”

      Magda smiled. “I have need of the ghosts of Verity.”

      “You are the Captain. The ghosts are yours and always have been.”

      “Good lad. Maybe your friends have seen this Officer Yajob? He might even be wearing a poor uniform, maybe not even a Verity uniform. He might be in the colours and stripes of ground crew.”

      He shook his head.

      “No matter. If you see him, don’t speak to him. He is dangerous. Come straight to me.”

      “What if he ain’t Yajob no more?” he asked.

      Magda smiled. “I’m looking for a man, not sure how tall. Quite a skinny man though. He has short dark hair. Not as short as a soldier, and probably a little straggly. His eyes are pale, probably a pale blue, and he has a mole over the right eye.”

      Willem swallowed.

      “You have seen him?”

      “I saw a man like that with the balloon crew earlier. Maybe,” he said.

      “Go speak with the ghosts, stay out of sight, and do not risk anyone at all. No heroics this day or any other. Do not approach him, but any of the ghosts can come to me, Officer Ascara, or the Lady Lucinda. No one else.”

      Willem saluted. “Aye, Captain.”

      Magda returned his salute. “Now, I think you have done enough for one night. You need to rest. Get something more from the galley, and spread the word to the ghosts.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” he replied. He saluted once more and left the deck.

      She waited until he left before she groaned. “I should have dealt with this intruder earlier.”

      “We have been far too busy,” Ascara said. “But maybe he is a little complacent now that no one has realised who or what he is.”

      “Which means?” Magda asked.

      “Time for a bug hunt,” Ascara said.
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      Magda strapped a knife to her thigh and belted a second pistol to her waist. Ascara, however, bristled with weapons: her sword, four throwing knives across her chest, a three-barrel pistol on one hip, and daggers strapped to both thighs.

      “Remind me never to annoy you,” Magda said.

      Ascara winked. “You couldn’t annoy me enough to want to shoot you.”

      “Good. I’ll try not to ever get you that annoyed.”

      “But I think Lucinda has the best weapon,” Ascara said. “That serious and intent glare would stop a train.”

      “Right then, Lucinda can stare him into submission,” Magda said.

      “And I’ll shoot him,” Ascara said.

      “No, I want him alive if possible.”

      They began their search in the passenger lounge. Nurse Chester glared at them as they wandered through the rows of injured. She stopped at the bedside of a young woman, bandages covering half of her face.

      Magda knelt at her side. “Crewman Bellows, how are you doing?” Magda asked.

      “Captain!” the young woman exclaimed. She struggled to move.

      Magda laid a hand on her shoulder. “No, stay where you are, Bellows, please. Is the pain very much? Can I get anything for you?”

      “I can manage,” she said. “Nurse Evie has been most helpful. She knows how to take the pain away.”

      “Then we are all grateful to Nurse Chester for her unfailing devotion to her patients,” Magda said. “I am very proud to have her on my ship. Because my crew deserve the best, and she is the best I could find.”

      “There is no one better,” Bellows agreed.

      “It’s been a tough day, I think, but I’ve spoken to your superior officer and he expressed a great deal of pride in the way his team has performed this day. What did he say…” her voiced drifted off as though caught in memory. “‘Captain, my team has performed exceedingly well under dreadful conditions,’ he said to me. And I agreed. I have the finest crew and I am honoured to have you aboard.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Bellows said.

      “None of us would be here without good women like yourself. Now you must stay here and concentrate on getting better. I will see how you are in the morning.”

      Magda moved to the next person awake. She had much to do, yet her crew needed her right now, and they deserved all of her attention. No matter what she had to do, they had to come first.

      Ascara stopped her at the end of the first row of beds. “Magda, if we stop for every single person, then we might as well do the security sweep in the morning. At this rate, you won’t finish talking until the sun rises.”

      “I will do as is necessary,” Magda said. Her words sounded harsh. Then she softened her voice. “But your concerns are noted.”

      “We don’t have time to search everywhere. He could be creating all kinds of mischief.”

      They walked to the end of the room and Magda stopped. “Do you think the saboteur is still sabotaging things? Or does he think he has done enough?”

      “Depends on why he is doing it. But if Lucinda is right and we are where we are supposed to be, then perhaps he has no need for more damage,” Ascara said.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Magda said. “Unless he decided to make certain.”

      “He doesn’t want to totally destroy the ship,” Ascara said.

      “Otherwise we would be sinking,” Magda said.

      “But he might want to make sure,” Lucinda said.

      “Then he would continue to mess with systems that would stop us from flying away,” Ascara said.

      “He would look at non-critical systems,” Magda said. “Nothing too major, I’d have thought, because of the risk of damage, and because he might be recognised as out of place.”

      “Minor systems then?” Ascara said.

      “Yes,” Magda agreed.

      “And what would stop us from flying out?” Lucinda said.

      “The balloon,” said Magda and Ascara at the same time.

      “It’s a mess up there, with all kinds of crew members, and many of them from different departments. It would be easy to disappear into the chaos there,” Ascara said.

      “And the slower we are to mend the balloon, the longer we have to stay here. The purpose might have been to stop us from going north, or it could be to render us vulnerable to a second attack. Like one from a warship, or a fleet of them.”

      “Maybe we should concentrate our efforts on the top and work our way down then?” Ascara said.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Magda said.

      “I’d like to apply a little pressure then. Give me five minutes to get security to sweep the lower decks. I’ll meet you both at the hatch to the balloon?” Ascara said.

      Magda brought out her timepiece. “Five minutes it is.”

      

      Magda stood in the corridor to the balloon hatch with Lucinda at her side. They talked in a casual fashion in an attempt to look at ease and to give little warning of their purpose. They talked of the ship, but only in vague, general terms. They didn’t want anyone listening.

      “You were very good with the crew,” Lucinda said.

      Magda shrugged. “It is no more than any good captain would do.”

      “I think you are right. Now that we are quiet, I need to talk to you about Nurse Chester,” Lucinda started, but she didn’t say any more. Ascara strode towards them, two security staff at her side.

      “Aha! Lounging about when there is work to be done,” she said.

      Lucinda chuckled.

      “Well, what took you so long?” Magda asked.

      “Lucinda isn’t the only wise bird on this ship,” she answered.

      “What does that mean?” Lucinda asked.

      Ascara frowned. “I’ll know later,” she said. “Meanwhile, shall we get a move on? I bet it’s cold up there.”

      “Not if you keep moving,” Magda answered.

      “Then we’ll rush about until we are warm, shall we?” Ascara replied.

      Magda turned to the steps leading up to balloon hatch and led the way. Inside the balloon stood two guards.

      “Good eve,” Magda said.

      “Captain,” the two guards said in unison.

      Magda didn’t answer. She froze when she saw the devastation. “It looks worse than it did the first time I came here,” she said.

      “They had to dismantle each envelope to get at the balloon material,” one of the guards said.

      Magda looked at him and he blushed. “I did a few years in Engineering,” he answered.

      “Ahh, of course,” Magda said. “So what else have they done?”

      “The broken struts had to be removed and reformed or soldered together. That is ongoing. Bracing structures have to be remade, and the damage needs to be cleared away.”

      Magda looked about as he spoke. The lamplight didn’t help the imagery. The light seemed to flicker and dance with some dark intent, but that was just the shadows of the crewmen as they crawled over every surface.

      “Thank you for your report,” she said.

      “When I am done with my security shift, I will be helping to rebuild the struts. If that is all right, Chief?”

      “Of course,” Ascara said. “Have there been any issues I need to know about?”

      “None,” he replied. “All clear.”

      “Good. Carry on,” Ascara said. She leaned towards the two guards and whispered a description.

      “We have not seen such a man,” said the one.

      “We will watch,” said the other.

      Magda walked along the gantry to the centre of the balloon. She held up her arms. “Look at this,” she said. Her arms fell to her side as she searched for someone of rank. “Who is in charge?” she bellowed.

      Two people turned and trotted in her direction. They stopped a foot away and saluted. One of them she remembered.

      “Balloon Engineer Second Class Banajhaal Finix,” Magda said.

      “Yes,” he replied. He gestured the woman at his side. “Third Maintenance Support Assistant Venna Pensahar,” he said.

      Pensahar saluted. She was a small woman, blonde with light brown skin.

      “Pensahar,” Magda said. She had to think for a moment. “Venna Pensahar from Ama’Sota.”

      Pensahar smiled. “Aye, Captain. Thank you, Captain.”

      “How is progress?” Magda asked.

      “Good,” Finix answered.

      “The damage is extensive, as you can see.” Pensahar pointed in a vague direction across the balloon. “But we are optimistic.”

      “How optimistic?” Magda pressed. She looked at Finix. “I heard three days.”

      Pensahar shook her head. “We think we can get enough lift to take the gondolas out of the water before then,” she replied.

      “Don’t get too excited, Captain,” Finix said. “This is hopefulness. Even if we rise from the ocean, we cannot promise more than skimming over the wave tops.”

      “I would take that as progress,” Magda said. “It is excellent news. Keep at it.”

      “Will do,” said Finix.

      “One more thing. Is there anything you can tell me about the ‘thopters?”

      Pensahar looked at Finix.

      “Unmanned. Minimal equipment. Load lightened, with no side panels. Best guess so far is that it was built, or unbuilt, for speed and agility.” He shrugged. “The chief will have more details for you later.”

      “Could the pilot have jumped out before the collision? Or could the pilot have survived but now be in hiding here?”

      “Unlikely in the case of either of those options, Captain,” Venna replied.

      “As I thought.”

      “Our current but unsubstantiated view is that there was no pilot. Strange as that might seem.”

      Magda nodded. “Keep at it. Let me know if there is anything I can do.”

      She turned away as they saluted.

      Magda marched to the far end of the balloon where the structure had suffered the least damage. Several members of the crew sorted through piles of metal work, creating heaps of salvage. Although this area had suffered the least amount of damage, it wasn’t quiet. Iron blocks had been set as anvils, and several men and women used various hammers to straighten and bend the metal. They were hard at work, and not one of them looked like Yajob.

      “Safe,” Ascara said.

      “Let’s move along the balloon and check the rest,” Magda said.

      With the two security personnel Ascara had brought with her, they stood five people across the balloon. They needed more really, but Magda couldn’t spare more people, and besides, there were only so many places a person could hide. She expected Yajob to be hidden in plain sight, not in shadows. That would look obvious.

      They searched every face as they tramped from one side to the other, and then from one end of the balloon to the other. No Yajob.

      The crew worked at salvage and repair with great enthusiasm. Especially with their captain amongst them.

      “Pity you couldn’t get a reading from the crashed vessels,” she said to Lucinda.

      “I know, but that just means that no one imparted any kind of emotion.”

      “At least we can put the metal to good use,” Magda said. With something akin to pleasure, Magda watched as parts of the ‘thopter were cut down to size, or melted and formed into new shapes. The re-claimed metal became a part of the ship it had damaged, to reinforce struts, and every bolt salvaged found a use. From the destruction, Verity rose anew, as though remade. The progress, the hard work, and the engineering ingenuity of her crew filled Magda with pride.

      She braced herself on a narrow bracing cable, and helped lift a replacement cross strut. When almost in place, she heard Lucinda call for her.

      “Captain,” Lucinda said

      “A moment,” she called out over her shoulder. She strained with the effort of guiding the strut whilst balanced on a thick cable. It was not the best way to lift heavy things, but with the rest of the detail, they managed.

      “Go get a block and tackle for the next one,” Magda said.

      “They are in the lower gondola,” replied an engineer.

      “Well, damn,” Magda replied.

      “We are fine, Captain,” added another. “We will get there.”

      She nodded. “Carry on.”

      She found Lucinda on the port side.

      “Magda,” she said. Her voice, little more than a whisper, sounded strained.

      Magda took the most direct approach and climbed over piles of bent struts to see what had caught her attention. “What’s the prob—” she started, but she didn’t need to finish. There, crushed between a sheet of steel, bent balloon struts and halfway under the metallic envelope sheath, lay a small metallic spider. “Well, bugger.”

      “I think we know who,” Lucinda said.

      “Not quite,” Ascara said. “We still can’t be sure of anything.”

      “It’s someone who spies and kills with metal spiders is who,” Lucinda said.

      “But who is that?” Magda said.

      “Still not sure,” Ascara said. She lowered her voice further. “And maybe we shouldn’t rush to call for assistance until we are in a better place to deal with whatever assistance we get?”

      “Ascara, drag it out,” Lucinda said.

      “Why?”

      “Let me touch it,” she said. She rolled up her sleeves and took several deep breaths.

      “No,” Magda said. “You can’t.”

      “Come on, Magda. We need all the help we can get,” Lucinda said.

      “Did you try to touch any of the other spiders we found?” Magda asked. “I don’t recall you doing so.”

      “I did actually,” Lucinda said.

      “And what did you detect?”

      “Nothing,” she replied. “Yet at some point, someone will make a mistake, and they will give me something we can work with.”

      Magda didn’t like it when Lucinda used her skill. One day, the mistake might be one that worked against Lucinda, and she did not want that. “All right. But I don’t want you to do anything that puts you at risk.”

      “I won’t,” Lucinda answered.

      Ascara dragged the small spider out. The main body, metallic and oval in shape, had suffered a great deal of damage from the impact. Only two legs remained, and the head had suffered from crushing damage.

      “Ready?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda nodded and reached out. She waved her hand over the entire spider. “I’m not sure this is going to do anything,” she said. She prodded one of the legs.

      “Never mind, you tried,” said Magda.

      Lucinda wasn’t finished. She gripped one of the legs and she stiffened.

      “Lucinda!” Magda called out.

      The rigour did not last long, and she released the metal after only a few seconds. She turned to Magda and smiled.

      “Are you all right?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “I saw something. Dark. But with furnaces. The sound of hammering. Metal on metal.” She pointed at the crew salvaging the ship and the ‘thopter parts. “The sounds they make as they beat metal into shape.”

      “A workshop,” Magda said.

      “Anything else? A clue where it might be?” Ascara asked.

      Lucinda shook her head. “Just a feeling.”

      “Of?” Magda asked.

      “Of familiarity,” she answered. “I know that the Angles and the Wash Town have plenty of workshops,” Lucinda said, “but I have not been to visit any of them.”

      Magda patted her arm. “It’s all right. Maybe the connection will come to you later. Give it time for you to mull it over.”

      “Until then, we are no better off.”

      “Perhaps, but every bit of information helps,” Magda said.

      “That said. I am pretty certain that Yajob isn’t in the balloon.” Ascara said.

      “He is probably as aware of what is happening on this ship as we are,” Magda added. “If he is not here to stop the balloon being fixed, then maybe he aims to be a step ahead of us.”

      “Captain?” Ascara asked.

      Magda fiddled with the buttons on the cuff of her jacket. “If Finix is correct, and they can raise us out of the water in less than three days, then they will be looking to start compressing the gasses sooner rather than later. It takes a long time to fill each envelope.”

      “Then he will want to slow that down,” Ascara said.

      “Indeed. So that means the compressors and the gas cylinders are at risk.”

      “Then that is where we should look next,” Ascara said.

      Magda pointed at two of the gas cylinders in the balloon. “We need guards there for a start, and we have two compressors. Fore and aft of the main gondola. We need to search and make them safe.”

      Ascara raised two fingers to her mouth and let out an ear-piercing whistle. A young boy and a young girl raced out of the shadows towards where they stood.

      “Aye?” the two asked at the same time as they saluted.

      Ascara knelt down and kept her voice low. “One of you go to Security Officer Fuella. She is short, with dark skin and dark hair shaved to the scalp. Tell her to send security details to the fore and aft compressors. Urgent.”

      The girl saluted. “Aye!” she said and raced off.

      She looked at the boy. “Now you, I have a special task for.”

      He straightened his shoulders.

      “The captain needs a ghost to make sure no one goes near those tanks of canisters without leave to be there,” Ascara said.

      “I can do that,” he said.

      “Be unheard and unseen, but the moment things change send a runner. I’ll send someone to help.”

      “No need,” he replied. He curled his fingers inside his lips and he whistled. Three times. A cabin boy raced up from the entry hatch and came straight to them. “I got me some help.”

      Ascara laughed. “You got this. Safe watch.”

      The two boys saluted and then raced off.

      

      Magda led the way to the aft compressor room. Part of her dreaded what they would find there, while another part of her couldn’t wait to find a resolution.

      Inside they found three engineers. None of them fit the description of Yajob.

      “What’s happening?” Magda asked them.

      “Loose fittings, Captain. The chief has insisted that we check every piece of equipment before it is used. We need to bring this online in a couple of hours.”

      “Excellent job, carry on,” Magda said. Inside, she wanted to scream. She waited until they were in the corridor before she spoke. “He is always one step ahead of us.”

      “He is,” Lucinda agreed.

      “He better hope he remains so,” Ascara added, “because there will not be much left when I’m done with him.”

      “Agreed,” Magda said. “Now to the other compressor, just in case our luck is in.”

      Inside the other cabin used solely for the compressor, they found the room empty. No maintenance crew, just empty. “Well, this is unexpected,” Magda said. “I’m not sure we should leave it unguarded, mind.”

      “We’ll wait for security to arrive. Then we will look at the rest of the ship,” Ascara said.

      As they left the room, a very short person ran head first into Ascara. “Pardon me,” said Willem.

      “Willem, what are you doing?” Magda asked.

      He panted hard. “A ghost hides in the port side steps, back of the galley,” he managed. “We have eyes on our man.”

      “Excellent work, Willem.” Magda turned around and started to run down the corridor. Ascara kept apace of her, but Lucinda fell behind them.

      It didn’t take long to reach the port side steps which spiralled from the access hatch to the rigging, and all the way down to the access for the lower gondola.

      Magda slowed down as they approached the steps, Ascara matching her step for step. As they reached the stairwell door, Ascara pulled out her gun and opened the door. Magda looked up the stairs, and Ascara looked down the stairs. Lucinda stayed behind them.

      A small boy uncurled from the shadows under the stairs. His eyes were round and wide.

      Magda put a finger to her lips, and he nodded his understanding.

      He raised a hand and pointed down the stairs.

      Together, she and Ascara carried on down the steps. A girl, hidden in the shadows, stepped out and pointed at the door.

      “Thank you,” mouthed Magda.

      They were at the bottom of the gondola now, where they found service cabins, crew areas, and storage. Ascara opened the door and slipped into the room beyond. Magda followed and Lucinda slipped in last. As the door closed, Magda and Ascara separated a little and eased across the hold.

      Ahead, Magda saw muted lamp light swinging in time with the steps of a walking person. She moved with great care in the direction of the light. Ascara did the same.

      Ahead, the lantern-carrying figure stopped. “I know you are there,” he said.

      “Turn around, put your hands in the air, and give yourself up,” Ascara said.

      He put the lantern on the floor, and as he straightened up, he held his hands in the air.

      “I’m not armed,” he said.

      “Shouldn’t you be asking us not to shoot, if you aren’t armed,” Magda said. She drew her pistol and approached. She never took her eyes off him.

      “How many of you are there?”

      “I am the only one,” he replied.

      “Other than that, I give you nothing.”

      He reached inside his shirt and withdrew his hand. Ascara shot him in the shoulder before his hand had cleared his shirt. She raced to his side. “No weapons,” Ascara said.

      “Told you,” he said. He smiled. “You will never know.”

      Blood seeped out of his shoulder and across his chest.

      “One shot, two wounds?” Magda asked.

      Ascara dropped her gun and ripped his shirt open. “What the fuck is that?”

      Yajob laughed, although it ended up more of a sputtering cough. “Too late. You will never get up north.”

      His eyes closed then, his chest stopped moving, and he lay still. Ascara pulled out her knife and cut the shirt from his body. “What’s going on, Magda?” she asked.

      Magda took one look at Yajob. Thin pipes ran across his skin, and metal plates marked the muscles across his torso. His chest, covered in glass, covered the cogs and flywheels ticking inside his chest. A bloody plug, close to where Ascara had shot him, oozed blood. The mechanism slowed, and although Ascara tried to push the plug back in, it didn’t fit. Three spring-mounted flanges on the edges of the plug made it impossible to go back inside once released.

      “It’s a plug to the heart,” Ascara said.

      “He killed himself rather than be caught,” Magda added.

      “Damn you, Yajob,” Ascara said. She thumped his chest. “We need to know who you are and why you did this.”

      Yajob didn’t answer.

      Ascara stood up and kicked the body. “How are we supposed to find out what this is all about?”

      Magda rose to her feet. She didn’t see Lucinda, didn’t hear her approach either, but she knew that she had entered the hold. “Come ahead, Lucinda. It’s all settled.”

      “But you are going to need my help again. With blood.”

      “I’m sorry, but yes,” Magda replied. She walked back to Lucinda and held out her hands. “Forgive me for asking.”

      She stared into Lucinda’s eyes and a trace of the last time she had read the blood glittered around her eyes.

      “I will do this,” Lucinda said.

      Magda held her hand all the way to where Yajob lay. When Lucinda looked at the body, she stood still and focussed. “Please tell me I am dreaming.”

      “What do you mean?” Magda asked.

      “Please tell me that I am not looking at a man made of machinery.” Lucinda said.

      “It would seem he has some properties of the automaton,” Ascara said. She used the knife to remove more clothing. Then they could see the full extent of the changes. Piston assisted thighs. One clockwork arm, along with his chest and torso.

      “Half man, half machine,” Lucinda said. “I will read him. But I don’t think I need to really.”

      “Why not,” Magda asked.

      “A researcher at the University of the Eastern Angles investigated the possibilities of this abominable marriage of man and machine. He was thrown out of the university some years ago.”

      “And you know who that man was?” Magda asked.

      Lucinda nodded. “You know him too. He had two very brilliant lines of investigation. One was the creation of a machine and engine which would deduce and calculate faster and with greater accuracy than a room full of mathematicians.” Lucinda shook her head. “The machine would only ever calculate. Put in numbers and it would give answers. This brilliant man, though, thought that a machine like that, married to a man, would mean that the consciousness could calculate and apply human creativity to any problem. The perfect machine is what he called it.”

      “Who?” Magda pressed.

      Lucinda looked away. “Quentin Morales,” she said. “And I don’t need to touch the blood to be sure of that.”
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      Magda didn’t know what to make of these revelations. She grabbed an empty crate, covered it with an unused hessian sack, and offered the seat to Lucinda. It was not the most comfortable of chairs. But it was better than nothing, she supposed.

      “We are watched,” Lucinda said.

      Magda didn’t even look. She didn’t need to. “Come out of the shadows, ghost.”

      A young girl, skinny, with cropped brown hair, shuffled towards them.

      “Don’t be scared,” Magda said.

      “Captain,” she said, her voice little more than a whisper. “I wasna doin’ nuttin’,” she said.

      “What’s your name?” Magda asked.

      “Millie,” she replied. “I’m a kitchen girl an’ I peel the taters. Carrots too.”

      “And a fine job you do too,” Magda said. “A very important job.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Have you spoken to my cabin boy, Willem, and the other ghosts?”

      She nodded. “I was scared though, wit’ the crash and all. Will I be court-martialled and shot ‘cause I was scared?”

      “Not at all, Millie. I don’t shoot people if I can help it.”

      “How old are you, Millie?” Lucinda asked.

      “Fifteen years,” she answered. She put as much indignation as she could into her voice.

      “That’s not true, is it, Millie?” Lucinda said. She could taste the untruth.

      The girl looked away. “No, ma’am.”

      “How old?” Magda pressed.

      She shrugged. “Dunno. Maybe twelve.”

      “Good grief,” Magda exclaimed. “You should not be on the ship at all. You should be safe at home.”

      “I have no home. An’ everyone thinks I’m fifteen, an’ I don’t wanna be in the work ‘ouse. Are you gonna be throwing me in the sea then? Does it hurt to sink t’bottom?”

      “How did you get recruited?” Magda asked.

      “Got ‘ganged at Wash Town. They ain’t got no use for us ‘less we go down the mines. Tol’ ‘em I was fifteen, but just a skinny ‘un.”

      “Well, the rules are there for a reason, Millie, so when we get back, I’ll find you a place as a junior so you can get trained up for the ship. Then, when you are old enough you can come back to Verity.”

      “Serious?” Millie asked.

      “I am always serious about my ship and my crew. And when you are the right age, with the right training, you can come aboard and be my cabin girl until you decide what career path you want to choose.”

      “Serious?”

      Magda laughed. “Yes, Millie. But you have to promise that when you get off the ship at the base, you’ll send yourself to the barracks where all the other juniors are stationed. You have to get house training. Got that?”

      Millie wiped her mouth across the back of her hand and then saluted. “Aye, Captain,” she said. “Orders, Captain?”

      “You’ve heard of the ghosts?”

      “Yes, Captain. Us quiet ‘uns knows all about them ghosts and stuff.”

      “Good. Find Willem, my houseboy, and ask him to get the ghosts to find out any details about strange things. Things that people are saying are odd and so on. Can you do that?”

      “Like ‘im, the toy soldier man?” Millie asked.

      “Anything.”

      “I followeded ‘im. ‘E liked to mess wi’ stuff.”

      Magda froze. “Can you remember what he messed with?”

      “Yeah, ‘course. I can show you,” she said.

      “If I get one of the chiefs from Engineering, will you show him?”

      She nodded.

      “You will remember everything for your Captain, won’t you?”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “Good girl. Now let’s find a chief you can boss around, and show him how you know as much as he does.”

      The girl giggled.

      “Then, when that is done, we’ll get this area sealed off, and then the Lady Ravensburgh, Chief Ascara, and I will have a very serious conversation on the observation deck.”

      

      Other than holding a toolbox for the engineers, there was little that Magda felt that she could contribute. Half of her crew were so tired they slept where they worked. Security swept through the ship, and they could find no evidence of any other incursions. Galley staff produced a thick broth that the ghosts distributed all around the ship. Then they added fruit-laden sweet rolls for energy. An army marched on its stomach, and they had an army of engineers to feed if they had any hope of getting themselves into the air.

      She stood out on the observation deck and stared out to sea as if that would provide inspiration. Not that she could see much. Her eyes were so sore she might as well wipe them with grit-paper.

      “Food, Captain,” someone said. The someone pressed a sweet roll into her hand and she chewed on the roll without thinking.

      “Thanks,” she said. But the ghost who had given her something to eat had already left.

      She turned around and saw Ascara and Lucinda. They both looked as tired as she felt and just as blank. They ate like automatons. This was not the best time to make decisions, or even discuss anything of import. Yet, they didn’t have the luxury of time.

      “I can’t understand why Quentin would be behind this attack. It still doesn’t make sense,” she said.

      “I know,” Lucinda replied.

      “Are you suggesting that Quentin is the Clockmaker?”

      “Good grief, no,” Lucinda replied. “He has many flaws, but I am not sure that being the Clockmaker is one of them.”

      “But maybe he wants to be, and if that is so, what does that mean?” Magda asked.

      “You know him better than I do,” Lucinda said.

      “Do we?” Ascara asked. “I had no idea that he liked such experiments. I mean, I knew he liked machines, but making them into more?”

      Magda shrugged.

      “He has been your commander for some years. You must know something?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda shook her head. “Not really. He has always had an interest in machines, but I had no idea he would go so far,” Magda said.

      “What, pray tell, does he do beneath the soil and stones of Verity Field? There is more to the home base of the Order than a few hangars and a couple of buildings.”

      “Well yes, intelligence collection is below ground, and we have a lot of engineering works. We even have a few gun rooms and...” She stopped there.

      “And?” Lucinda prompted.

      “Experimental weaponry,” she said.

      “He researches weapons. In secret. Underground?” Lucinda said.

      “Yes,” Magda agreed. “I am not one of the technical members of the Order, so I guess I only see the parts that are relevant to me.”

      “Relevant to you? Or areas deemed safe for you to see?” Lucinda asked.

      “Is there a difference?”

      “Yes, Magda, of course there is.”

      “Then I don’t know much.”

      “How about you, Ascara?” Lucinda asked.

      She held her arms out. “I hit things, Lucinda, and that is exactly what people expect.”

      “You are more than that,” Magda said, insistent.

      Lucinda nodded. “I agree. But look at it like this. Clockworks. We had those clockwork spiders attack the Tower, some in Gypta, and now there is one here.”

      “That doesn’t mean he is the Clockmaker,” Magda said.

      “Of course not, but the clockwork man is too much like Quentin’s work to be ignored. Spiders and the man. You see where this is heading?” Lucinda asked.

      “I see, and I hear you, but this might all be a coincidence,” Magda said. “Or not. I think that asking the Order for assistance when we are not at our best might be a mistake.”

      “Exactly,” Lucinda said. “I know I would like to take a much closer look at these underground works when we get back.”

      “So would I,” Magda said.

      “There is one more thing,” Ascara said. She waited for a moment. “Why did he attack the ship? Does he want to destroy it? Or is this about you deciding to go north?”

      “And if it is about going north, what the hell are people expecting me to find?” Magda added. “We need more information.” She looked at Lucinda. “I’m aware you didn’t seem keen to touch the automaton, but I might need your help yet again.”

      “If you need it, then I will.”

      “Yes,” Magda agreed. “But you look exhausted.”

      “You both look tired also,” Lucinda responded.

      “I cannot rest whilst my crew works so hard. I will stay here for them.”

      “In that case, we better get on with it. We need the information, don’t we?”

      

      Sealed by security, and with two guards to safeguard the room, no one had visited the area nor moved Yajob’s body. Lucinda did not relish the job ahead. On the one hand, she needed to find the answers just as much as Ascara and Magda. Yet on the other hand, if Quentin had finally gone too far, if he was behind many of their problems, then reading this body could give her much more than she wished. They had been betrayed, and it would never sit well.

      She pulled a small and well-used leather pouch from a pocket which she opened to show several cylinders. Each one as thick as her little finger and covered in rubber. She selected a small bone bar, checked it for chips and blemishes and the rubber for breaks. Satisfied, she readied the bar for use.

      “Right then, do you wish to join me on this? I could do with your strength, if truth be told. I’m tired and my controls will slip.” Lucinda smiled at that; she often invited the two of them to touch her.

      “If you are too tired, we should wait,” Magda said.

      “It will be fine with us together,” she replied.

      Magda and Ascara knelt beside her, and a little behind. Lucinda placed the bar between her teeth and ground down until it settled in her mouth.

      She felt Magda grip her shoulder first, and then Ascara. Almost at once, their energy and strength flowed through her. The circuit completed when Magda and Ascara touched hands, and the energy between them enervated even her tired mind.

      She stretched her fingers, leaned forward, and brushed her fingertips against his cold skin. It was skin, dead skin, and just like any other dead body. She tried to suppress a shudder.

      “It’s all right,” Magda said.

      Lucinda nodded. She would gain nothing from the skin and ordinary tissues anyway. Instead, she reached for the top of the glass chest piece.

      Her mind filled with images. Shadows loomed and danced in the flickering of an unseen furnace. Pipes and supply lines covered one wall. Floor to ceiling shelves had been filled with glass jars and metallic implements.

      Around her, she saw several figures in dark robes. They wore wide-brimmed hats and the beaked masks of the plague doctor. The whole image made her shudder. It seemed daemonic and sinister.

      One of the figures talked, but the mask distorted the voice and she didn’t recognise who spoke. “Your name is to be Yajob, and your mission, as discussed, is to stop the ship. Do not destroy the ship. It is far too valuable. Slow it down until we are in place and can follow them to the float.”

      “Yes, sir,” Yajob replied.

      A plague doctor turned to face someone she could not see. “If this acceptable?”

      The unseen someone cleared his throat and said, “Very.”

      Lucinda recognised that voice.

      As the scene ended, Lucinda moved her hands over parts of the torso. “The body plates were made in Mid-Angle, the hydraulics in West-Angle,” she said. “Refined oils and fuel from Wash Town, and the clockworks from Port Ruth.” She paused. “And the glass work was made at Verity Field. Made to fit Yajob.”

      She leaned away from the body then.

      “Are you certain?” Magda asked.

      “You saw the same as I saw?” Lucinda asked.

      Magda paused, as though she did not want to believe what she had seen and heard. “Yes, I saw.”

      “There is more?” Ascara asked.

      “If you wish me to look, yes.” Before they answered, Lucinda swiped her fingers through the blood on Yajob’s chest. She growled with pain, as for a moment she relieved the point of his conversion. She heard herself scream. And hers was not the only voice. His, or hers, they were one in pain. It was all too much.

      Lucinda opened her eyes to find herself on the ground, her head in Magda’s lap. “Did you see?” she asked.

      Magda nodded. “Mastin Alvrow. He was one of ours. He looked different, I’m sure.”

      “I thought he had been assigned to the Iberican offices?” Ascara asked.

      “Yes, but he was a soldier, and he volunteered for this,” Magda said.

      “You know what they say,” Ascara said. “Never volunteer for anything.”

      “But why do they want the float?” Lucinda said.

      “I would guess that they wish to destroy the float to break up the Oceanics,” Magda said.

      Ascara’s anger flared at that, and they were still touching. The rage flowed through Lucinda until she felt as though she glowed with energy. An image burst into her mind and vanished almost as soon as it had appeared.

      “Thank you,” Lucinda said.

      “Why?” Ascara asked.

      “Ahh. They have a dozen airships, all marked with that gold on a green field, and they are to fly north. They will ring the earth to find the right float.”

      At that, her senses deadened. “Magda, have you blanked the ship?”

      Magda stood up. “Yes, I have. No one will spy.”

      “And I cannot use my Gifts now. Nor can anyone else. Every Gifted on the ship will no longer be able to use their skills and right now we need them and every skill they have.”

      “I am sorry, Lucinda. I must do this. I should have done this from the start. The crew are all aware of the nulling skill.”

      “Maybe, but you are going to have a few very irritated Gifted who are working in very difficult conditions.” There were a few she knew would be affected, but one of them included a healer and she didn’t need to be restricted at this time.

      “Perhaps not, but they are professionals and they are used to it.”

      “Magda, it’s not your fault we were attacked and it is not theirs either,” Lucinda said. “Don't make the crew suffer any more than necessary.”

      “We are too vulnerable….” She paused. “I’m sorry, you are right. The null is reduced to only where we are, and for whenever we are discussing sensitive matters.”

      “Will we abandon the mission?” Ascara asked.

      Magda shook her head. “They need me more than ever,” she said. “I believe the commander has access to a farseer.”

      “I wasn’t aware you had one,” Lucinda said.

      “We don’t really. The farseer was sent undercover to assist one of the Ama’Sota cities,” Magda said. “I don’t know which one, we generally allow all Gifted to have their records locked.”

      “Except the commander has access,” Ascara added.

      “Yes, we have to assume our commander has recalled the farseer and is using him,” Magda said. “Never mind, we have what we have, but I think I have an idea.”

      With that, Magda strode off.

      

      Magda felt quite rejuvenated after the analysis of the body by Lucinda. She knew, however, that it wasn’t that which made her feel so strong. Enlivened, even. She’d had a taste of Ascara’s rage again, and it filled her. Perhaps even enough to get everything done.

      In the balloon, she spoke to the second engineer. “Officer Finix, I need your help.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      “It’s not so much what you do, as what you say. I need you to tell everyone who works on the balloon that they must not speak about the state of the ship, at all.”

      “Captain?”

      “Please hear me out. There is a spy on board, and I don’t want him to know how well we are doing.”

      “Got you.” He smiled.

      “How are we doing on the balloon?” she asked.

      He didn’t answer.

      “It’s all right to speak for the moment, but after I leave the area, please be very cautious.”

      “Yes, Captain.” He pointed along the balloon. “We have dismantled all of the damaged sections and we will glue it with aircraft bonding. It’ll harden after we have stapled and heat pressed the envelopes. We are a bit pushed for space, but we can still repair quite a bit here. The damage could have been worse, but I am most confident of our progress.”

      “Good. We will be up in the air before long?”

      “Aye, although much has been mangled. There is enough that we should get seventy or maybe eighty percent of envelope capacity by noon tomorrow.”

      “Excellent work. Please keep at it. Do you have enough bonding?”

      “Aye, Captain, but it is gonna stink like a shithouse when we are done.” He blushed then. “Pardon my language.”

      “A pardon is not needed. Please keep at it, but don’t be too overt about progress.”

      “Aye, aye, Captain.”

      She repeated the process in Engineering. The Chief of Engineering gave her a strange look, shrugged, and then said, “Be lucky to get this tub out of the water before next week.”

      Magda laughed. “That’s the spirit.”

      In the galley and stores, she repeated the message. Staff and crew nodded and carried on working.

      She found her cabin boy sitting outside her cabin. He looked pale and exhausted. “Willem,” she said, “have you rested at all?”

      “Yes, Captain.”

      “I have another job for you and the ghosts.”

      He grinned at that.

      “I have ordered that no one talk about the progress of the ship’s repairs. I want you and the ghosts to roam around, and whenever anyone speaks of the state of the ship, tell them to shush up. Tell them, ‘loose words cost lives’, if you will.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Her final stop took her to the flight deck. There she found half of the wall panels on the floor and the consoles in bits.

      “Well, I didn’t expect such a thorough dismantling of the main flight deck,” she said.

      “We’ll have it all together by mid-morning, I think, give or take,” said Koryk.

      “That’s good news. How is the Communications work doing?” she asked.

      “We should have ship-wide by morning, according to electricals. Anything else is uncertain,” said Mr. Williams.

      “I am blind-blind,” Isgul said.

      “And so am I,” Matilda added.

      She looked at Jyg and Jayg, and they almost looked emotional, distressed even. “I am sorry about that. I have cloaked the ship. Lucinda is not at all happy with me either, but needs must.”

      “And what needs are those?” Matilda asked.

      Magda looked at the crewmen on her flight deck. They had been through a great deal with her and she trusted them, with her life. “We had a saboteur on board, as you may have worked out, and we are being spied upon. I must stop them.”

      “A farseer?” Isgul asked.

      “Yes. Probably.” She took a deep breath. “And I think the problem is home base.” She held up a hand before they could speak. “We suspect that no one wants us to reach the Oceanics. At least, not until they are in position to follow us. We left base a little bit sooner than was expected.”

      “That’s why we had such a complete overhaul then?” Koryk said. “When we didn’t need it.”

      “I think so.”

      “And now they have done all they can to ensure that we are slowed down,” Koryk added. “I understand, but why don’t they want us to get to the Oceanics?” Koryk asked.

      “I think they do want Verity to get to the Oceanics, but they weren’t ready to follow us.”

      “But Verity wasn’t going all the way there,” Isgul said.

      “Home base was unaware of that,” she said.

      “Our plans are about to change, aren’t they?” Koryk asked.

      “They are.”

      “What do you need, Captain?” Koryk asked.

      “I don’t want home base to detect our location when we are flying. I want them to underestimate us. Most of all, I have to leave the ship and I don’t want anyone to know that I have left.”

      “You should leave now. We can manage,” Matilda said.

      Magda shook her head. “I will not leave until this ship is in the air, even if it is only just. Then I will leave. Until then, we need to do everything we can to mislead anyone who might look.”

      “They will soon discover you have left,” Koryk said. “They’ll be able to see us again.”

      “I’ll think of something,” she said. “Until then, are we agreed about the deceptions?”

      “Aye, Captain,” said Koryk.

      She looked at the other crew members. “Aye, Captain!” they roared.
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      Ship-wide communications did not become fully functional until well beyond mid-day. Three envelopes had been replaced and reinforced in the balloon section, and were being filled with gas. The ghosts, she heard, had been so effective at the words she had given them, that no one said a word about anything to do with the ship’s progress.

      Mid-afternoon, a ghost ran to the flight deck and Millie, all scrawny and dirty, pulled at Magda’s shirt sleeve to gain her attention. “Captain,” she whispered.

      “Yes, Millie?”

      “They are compracting the gas stuff,” she said.

      Magda laughed. “Compressing?”

      “I said it, di’nt I?”

      “Of course you did. Excellent job. Have you had anything to eat?”

      “Yes, Captain. Do ya need me to do any more runnin’ jobs?”

      “Not at the moment. I’m sure Willem will let you know if he needs you.”

      “Yeah he will ‘cause ‘e likes shushing people.”

      Magda chuckled. “Then let’s get on with our duties, shall we?”

      Millie saluted and raced off.

      “You have a way with the young ones,” Matilda said.

      “I think you’ll find I have a way with all people,” Magda said.

      “Not always for the better though, ‘eh?” Matilda answered.

      Magda didn’t answer. “Mr. Williams, are we ready to go ship-wide?”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      Although she had been shielding the ship for some time, she tested her own ability by stretching her skill even further. All connection with the outside world, at least in so far as any Gifted would be concerned, ceased.

      “Put me through,” she said.

      The connections to the ship’s speakers crackled into life. She thought about what she had to say and took a deep breath.

      “Good day to all crew members, this is your captain speaking.” She coughed to clear her throat. “It has been a very difficult time, but I thank you all for your hard work and diligence. As you all know, we were brought down by pirates. Pirates who have no face, but they sent a machine to take us out. And when that wasn’t enough, they sent a saboteur. They arranged spies who would not only do us harm, but would do harm to those who are innocent. This we cannot allow.” The speakers squealed and echoed. Magda waited for the noises to settle before she continued.

      “We are set to rise. We must test the work that you have all done and get ourselves out of the water. But because we have spies watching, we must not make their job easier. We have a plan to only report misleading information where possible.”

      “Captain,” Mr. Williams said. “A moment.” The flight deck filled with crackles and the hiss of static and then calmed down again. He nodded so that she could continue.

      “My ghosts spoke to you all last night. And they will continue to speak and guide you through the coming hours and days. Heed their words as though my own. Once we are out of the water, all ship-wide messages will not be true. Heed your supervisors and ignore all else. Good luck, and thank you. I am proud of you all. Captain out.”

      She didn’t need a ship-wide announcement to hear the cheers and the whistles of her crew. For that, she could only grin. “Right then, ask Maintenance and Engineering if we can start pumping air into the lower gondola and let us see if we can finally lift up.”

      “Are we shielded from faraway eyes?” Koryk asked.

      “Yes, but I can only hold so long, and I have been holding this most of the night.”

      

      It took three hours to raise the ship out of the water, and every person on board roared as they lifted out of the sea and held altitude. The lower gondola cleared the waves by no more than ten feet, but they were in the air. Success.

      “One more ship-wide, please, Mr. Williams.”

      “Ready when you are,” he replied.

      “This is your captain speaking. We are above water at last. We are not very high but we are there. I am proud to call you my crew. Thank you, one and all. This is the last time I will speak. After this, we must return to a stealthy and devious condition. Meanwhile, will all mission crew please report to the passenger lounge for a briefing. Thank you. Captain out.”

      She turned to Koryk. “Once I leave, the ship will be yours to command until we return.”

      “Aye, Captain. The Ketch-Meh is on approach. We have instructions on supplies and equipment, and they will be loaded as soon as the boat docks.”

      “Excellent. If you can get the ship high enough, take her to Wash Town, Sky Harbour.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      She held out her hand. “It’s been a pleasure, Koryk. I hope to see you again soon.”

      Koryk pumped her hand. “I am honoured to have served with you, Captain, and we will see you soon.”

      “I will drop the null field soon, when I do, remember it is not easy to determine who is and who isn’t a friend. Be wary.”

      “I will remember that. What about the farseer? What will he be able to see, Captain?”

      “Good question. He is a fairly powerful Gifted, but he has no tower and no support links, at least he didn’t. I also recall he had to be linked to a specific location or several locations on Verity.”

      “Important places, then?”

      Magda nodded. “Indeed. Flight deck, passenger lounge, and possibly engineering. I don’t think he saw much.” She considered what she remembered of the farseer. She hadn’t seen him in many years, and he had not really registered as a major talent. “I think he can see, and hear in each location, but he can’t latch on to people.”

      “Aye, Captain, then we’ll feed lots of duff information from here.” She turned to Mr. Williams. “The final ship-wide. Let’s get the confusion rolling.”

      “Aye, Captain, ship-wide it is.”

      A loud hiss and a crackle filled the flight deck. Magda dropped the nullifying effect and spoke into the telephony unit. “Good afternoon, crew. This is your captain speaking. Thank you for your assistance in these trying times. I have it on authority that we may have a functioning balloon in as little as three days. The propellers will also be ready at that time. It is unfortunate that this has taken so long, but with the damaged gas compressors, there is only so much to repair. Thank you for your help. With luck, we can also repair Communications and get word back to home base. Again, the schedule is three days. We are doing well. Thank you, one and all. Captain out.”

      She gestured towards Mr. Williams and he cut the transmission. She held up her hand and waved. “Good luck,” she mouthed.

      When she left the flight deck, she hoped that it wasn’t for the last time.

      In the lounge, she found her team of four sailors, plus Ascara and Lucinda. Willem stood with them. “Shall I come with you, Captain?” he asked.

      She drew a small null field around the group. “No, lad, I need you to look after the ship. First Officer Koryk will give you instructions until I return.”

      “I will become the boy who lost his captain,” he said.

      She laughed. “A temporary thing, I can assure you. Until I return, you know what you must do?”

      “Aye!” He saluted.

      “Are you all ready?” she asked her gathered group.

      One of the sailors, dressed in waterproof leggings, a thick woollen sweater and rubber boots, stepped forwards. “The supplies and equipment have been loaded as per your instructions, Captain,” he said.

      “Good, then let us go to the Ketch-Meh and get as much distance as we can between us and Verity. We have a way to go, and I have a feeling that speed will be vital.”
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      Magda watched Verity grow smaller as they sailed away. In her heart, she felt as though she were saying goodbye to her ship. They would meet again, she hoped, but her world of certainty had been replaced with a world of doubt. She kept her nullifying field around the whole of the Ketch-Meh, but she needed to make sure no one knew they were on the boat. Or even that the boat existed.

      Ascara pressed a mug of sailor’s comfort into her hand.

      “Thank you,” Magda said. She took a sip of the warmed rum topped off with hot water and honey. The heat and alcohol revived her mood even as she watched Verity merge into the darkened sea. She turned her back on the world she knew and made her way to the front of the boat. It wasn’t a large vessel, not in comparison to an airship, but it would suit their needs.

      “You look tired,” Ascara said.

      “Keeping the null field active for so long is exhausting, but I’m not covering Verity anymore. If they were watching the ship, then they would be aware the null has been dropped. They might even have heard my last transmission. I hope so, it would give us three days. Time for us to get out of the way and for Verity to limp closer to the Wash Town.”

      “You look worried,” Ascara said.

      “Yes, I am concerned for the ship and the crew.”

      “They’ll manage,” Ascara said.

      “They’ll do us all proud, I’m sure. I have faith in them,” Magda replied.

      “Yes. Now you really should rest,” Ascara said.

      “Soon. The longer I can nullify, the greater the chance that they won’t know where we are.”

      “They’ll guess, and look north,” Ascara said.

      “True, but it is not so easy to find a ship of this size in an ocean as vast as this. We will do what we can, and so will they.” She turned around. “Where’s Lucinda?”

      “She’s below, trying to take her mind off the fact that we are in a ship, a small ship at that, with no more than a few inches between her and the sea.”

      Magda laughed. “Poor Lucinda. She’ll get her sea legs before long.”

      “I’m not sure she sees it quite like that. I think the nulling is getting to her as well.”

      Magda nodded her understanding. “It won’t be long before I let her stretch her senses. Come, let’s go below and sort out our plan of action whilst I can still hide us,” Magda said.

      

      Down below deck she gathered her small crew together. “Listen up, whilst I can shield the ship.” She took another gulp of her drink. “This ship is a chameleon. It looks like a very slow and bulky, sail-powered lugger on the outside. It is much more than that. It has a steam-powered propeller so we can increase speed. And on deck, the lump of metal that looks like a bollard is the iron-man, a steam capstan to help raise and lower the sails. We should move at a good speed. We’ll travel overnight, and that should take us part of the way into Oceanic controlled waters. That’s when we must fly Oceanic colours, but I have my own, which I will fly under theirs.”

      “Will we have a problem with the Oceanics?” one of the sailors asked.

      “Probably, yes. No aggressive response, though. We have rules to live by, and they do too. We can use the Oceanic honour system to our advantage.”

      “And what system is that?” Ascara asked.

      “They live in a harsh environment, and when one is in trouble, the others will assist. That is the way. No matter what, no one can be turned away from a float without food and rest, if the float has any.”

      “Magda,” Lucinda interrupted, “introductions?” She pointed at the two men and two women who Magda called her sailors.

      Magda nodded. “Right. Engineer Raychan, Officer Phipps, Soldier Barnes, and Translator Smith,” she said.

      One of the women with dark hair stood and saluted. “Engineer Raychan, at your service. I will keep the engines running and maintain whatever needs fixing.”

      Magda nodded.

      The second woman saluted. “Officer Phipps of North-Angle. I am a sailor with general knowledge of northern waters, and I’m a proficient navigator.”

      A skinny tall man saluted. “Barnes. Soldier, amphibious assault, and galley assistant.”

      “That means he will feed us,” Magda chimed in.

      A bulky chap with a mop of dark hair saluted. “Smith, language translator, and sailor.”

      “Welcome,” Lucinda said, “I’m—”

      “The Raven,” Ascara interrupted.

      “Yes, we know,” Phipps said.

      “We don’t have much room, but at least the engines will keep the area below deck warmer than outside,” Magda said. “For the next few days we shall remain below deck, just in case we draw any attention.”

      “Will we draw attention?” Lucinda asked.

      “I hope not. I’m hoping that they will focus on Verity, and not some Oceanic vessel such as this. With luck, I’ll wrap a null around this ship and we should sail off unseen.”

      “When will we reach our destination, Captain?” Raychan asked.

      “A good few days at least. The rest will depend on the welcome and whether we are followed. With luck and the assistance of a good wind to help the engines, I have every faith in a speedy arrival.”

      “It’s going to get cold though, isn’t it?” Lucinda asked. She shivered almost in anticipation of the cold air of the north.

      “Very,” Magda replied. “Stay below deck when possible, it will be warm enough for you.”

      “Really?? And miss the first and only sight I will ever have of the northern waters of ice and floe?”

      “I’m not sure you will thank me once we are there.”

      Ascara settled herself in a chair next to Magda. “We’re going to freeze, aren’t we?”

      “Can you raise your temperature?” Magda asked.

      Ascara shook her head. “I’m not good in the cold, Magda.”

      “We’ll manage,” Lucinda said. “We always manage.”

      Magda checked her time piece. “Are we ready?”

      “Aye,” the members of her crew replied.

      “Then let’s be off,” she said. “Message Verity, we are on our way.”

      She waited for Raychan to use the communications console, but stepped no further than the stairs to the wheelhouse.

      The fact that they had to hide did not sit well with her. Needs must. Still as she looked through the doorway to a small section of the outside world, she couldn’t help but feel a degree of excitement. Fear too. After all these years, she was finally going home.
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